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FOREWORD 


Previous GENERATIONS OF students were instructed and 
entranced by T. R. Glover’s classic book, The World of the New Testament, 
published by the Cambridge University Press in 1931. That book, no 
longer in print, will now be replaced for other generations of readers 
by the present volume written by Dr. Albert A. Bell, Jr., whose broad 
knowledge in classics and history is focused on the New Testament 
world in still more extensive vistas—for the Dead Sea Scrolls and other 
documents have come to light in the years following the publication of 
Glover's book. 

Writing in a style that will appeal to the general reader, Bell has a 
knack of putting things in simple, yet memorable phrasing. Beginning 
his survey with the Judaic background, Bell describes the several Jewish 
sects that lived in Palestine during the New Testament period. Within 
this environment, he locates the place of Jesus and the early church. 
Then the scope widens and the reader is introduced to the Roman 
authorities who ruled during the first century. After providing thumb- 
nail sketches of leading personalities, the author focuses on the Roman 
theory of law and the powers of governors to carry out criminal proce- 
dures, A discussion of how one could obtain citizenship is balanced by 
a consideration of the plight of slaves, who numbered perhaps half the 
population of Rome. 

Turning from politics, Bell next guides the reader through the 
intricacies of Greco-Roman religions, including the mystery cults that 
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spread from the East. This is followed by a succinct discussion of the 
several philosophical schools of classical times, succeeded later by 
Hellenistic phitosophies. Here the commonly held understanding of 
Epicureanism as a self-indulgent philosophy is corrected and its true 
character, along with that of Stoicism, is set forth. A discussion of 
Neopythagoreanism and Neoplatonism rounds out the chapter. 

From religion and philosophy, the author turns to consider the 
structures of Greco-Roman society. Here one finds a detailed account 
of the social classes (patrons, clients, slaves, freedmen, and women), as 
well as a description of the daily schedule of the ordinary person— 
including information about meals, housing, and clothing. The chap- 
ter on morality and personal relations (inchiding family life, divorce, 
sexual deviance, and suicide) provides a nuanced discussion of features 
that led to the ultimate weakening of the social fabric of the Empire. 

The mulutudinous facts of Greco-Roman history are treated with a 
completeness and proportion that make the book a veritable marvel of 
crattsmanship. In spite of all the compression that had to be exercised 
in delineating the history of New Testament times within the scope of 
some three hundred pages, Bell has escaped the danger of merely set- 
ting down a succession of facts. Each one of the topics considered in 
the book will assist the reader of the New Testament to understand 
more fully something of the soctety in which the early church found 
itself, something of the dominaung personahties who played a part in 
this development, and something of the daily conditions of ordinary 
people in street and home. 


— Bruce M. Metzger 


Professor of New Testament, Emeritus 
Princeton Theological Seminary 
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AAUTHOR’S 
PREFACE 


This book has been in development, I now realize, since I was in high 
school, My interest in the world of ancient Rome was stimulated by my 
Latin teacher and my minister. At some point I made the connection 
that the people who wrote the literature I was reading in Miss Kay’s 
class lived in the same world as the people who wrote the books I stud- 
ied on Sunday. Knowing something about one of them, I somehow per- 
ceived, should help me understand the other. Without making a con- 
scious decision to do so, I began a pilgrimage that has had as its goal 
the gathering of as much information as I could find about life in the 
first century A.D. Over the years I’ve detoured to explore other topics, 
but I always come back to one of those roads that leads to Rome. 

As a teacher I have the opportunity to share what I’ve learned with 
a new crop of students every year. I also speak from time to time in 
Sunday school classes. Encouragement from those audiences has 
prompted me to think that enough people might share my interest in 
these matters to justify putting together a book. This is not the only 
book that could be written on this subject, as will be evident from the 
bibliography in chapter 1. If I were to start over from scratch, I might 
even write a different book, but I have enjoyed collecting and present- 
ing this material. 

Much of the content of this book originally was published by 
Herald Press under the title A Guide to the New Testament World. That 
material now has been updated and revised. A substantial number of 
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illustrations have been added to give a new dimension to the book and 
make it even more reader-friendly. 

The book is intended primarily for a lay readership, i. e., people 
studying the New Testament on their own or in Bible study groups. If 
it also proves useful for students in colleges or seminaries, that will be 
a bonus. I don’t assume anything on the part of the reader except an 
interest in the New Testament and an openness to exploration. 

None of the topics in this book is treated as fully as it could be. As 
John discovered when trying to write about Jesus’ life, you just can’t put 
everything in (John 21:25). Some features of this book are designed to 
give the reader some direction to the next point on the pilgrimage. 
The textboxes which appear throughout the book are designed to sup- 
plement the text alongside which they appear and to let the ancient 
authors speak for themselves at a bit more length than they can in the 
short quotations which appear in the text. I hope readers will be 
intrigued enough to consult the full text from which these snippets are 
extracted. The first Appendix tells a bit more about those authors and 
how to gain access to their works in translation. 

If you come to the end of a section and think, J want to know more 
about this, the bibliographies can make that next step easier. 
Bibliographic items are numbered by the chapters in which they first 
appear. When an item is referred to in the text, the number is printed 
in bold to distinguish it from numbers referring to the works of ancient 
authors or verses in the Bible. A reference in parentheses in the form 
(5.102) would mean that the reference is to chapter 5, item 102. If I’ve 
used a direct quotation from that source, the page number will be 
given after a colon, e. g., 5.102:37. 

I would like to take the opportunity to thank some people who have 
helped me in significant ways during this process of exploration: 


e Prof. Archie Nations, who introduced me to the study of the 
Greek language and for whom I wrote a term paper that eventu- 
ally became my first published article. Not surprisingly, it was 
about using Roman historians to establish a date for the book of 
Revelation (3.84). 

¢ Rev. Robert McClernon, who was my pastor and friend during 
some difficult graduate school years. 


¢ Profs. George Kennedy and George Houston, my advisors in 
graduate school at the University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill and for whose friendship I am still grateful. 


e My father and mother, for the models of faithful living they have 
always provided for me. 

e My wife and children for their patient support and love over the 
years. 
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WHY 
THIS 
BOOK? 


Anyone WHO READS a book wants to get as much out of it as pos- 
sible. This is true for a reader of the New Testament as for no other 
document. To grow in faith through the reading of the New Testament 
requires that we comprehend it to the fullest degree possible. How can 
we believe something we don’t understand? Can we be satisfied with a 
faith based on books whose meaning we only partially perceive? 
Christianity has often been called a religion of the book. But if we don’t 
understand the book, we find ourselves in the predicament of the 
Ethiopian eunuch (Acts 8:26-40). He was trying to puzzle out the 
meaning of a passage in Isaiah when the apostle Philip approached his 
chariot and asked, “Do you understand what you are reading?” The 
Ethiopian replied, “How can I, unless someone guides me?” Then he 
invited Philip to join him while he traveled. 

I hope this book will become a valuable companion on your intel- 
lectual and spiritual journey, assisting you as you grow in your faith or 
as you try to understand the New Testament on a new level. The book 
is intended as a first step for people who want to know more about 
the New Testament but don’t know where to turn for information. I 
believe that, before making faith assertions, we must study the New 
Testament as objectively as possible to be certain that we understand 
what it really means to say and not let cultural baggage—its or ours— 
get in the way. People who do that can experience the vitality of what 
they read and can carry the very life of the text over into their own 
lives. 


EXPLORING THE NEw TESTAMENT WORLD 


For the sake of clarity, I need to specify what this book is not about 
as well as what it aims to do. It does not deal with the theological inter- 
pretation of the New Testament text, nor with questions of the author- 
ship or canonicity of certain books. It does not attempt to advocate or 
repudiate any particular interpretation of the New Testament. Its focus 
is the political and social background against which those books were 
written, the context which is fundamental to the fullest possible under- 
standing of all aspects of the text. 


Text and Context 


A crucial part of understanding any written text is knowing some- 
thing about the historical background of the author and the original 
audience. To put it in more formal terms, every text has a context. 
Every written document—whether a piece of graffiti on a wall or a 
prize-winning play—has certain cultural assumptions built into it. 
Those assumptions affect an author’s choice of theme, vocabulary, 
images, and every other aspect of one’s writing. It is important to 
emphasize this because authors assume their readers will be familiar 
with the culture which underlies their writings. Hence, they seldom go 
into detail explaining their social customs or political institutions. This 
has always been true. As C. S. Wansink notes, “Ancient authors often 
did not relate situations with which their readerships were familiar; 
some things were just ‘not of sufficient importance’ to merit their 
notice” (1.63:11). 

The problem arises when someone from another culture or a later 
time reads that work. The Ethiopian eunuch was separated from the 
prophet Isaiah by hundreds of years and hundreds of miles. Ifa North 
American from our era were to read a story written in seventeenth-cen- 
tury Japan or eighteenth-century Germany, that reader would find 
some of it unintelligible because the authors assume that the reader 
knows certain things or shares certain assumptions arising naturally 
from the culture. We would wonder, for example, why a Japanese war- 
rior would kill himself rather than face disgrace and why his suicide 
would be committed according to an elaborate ritual. References to 
the German nobility would likely baffle us. Why are some of them 
called Electors? Relations between church and state would appear to be 
different from our own familiar setting. How could a German ruler 
order his subjects to be members of the Lutheran or Catholic church? 

To some degree, every word we say is culturally conditioned. Even 
our jokes have a context, and if the reader (or listener) doesn’t know 
that context, the joke has no meaning. This is particularly true with 
humor that involves puns or other forms of word play. For instance, in 
an “Arlo and Janis” comic strip, Arlo tells his son Gene a positively 
ancient joke that concludes with a punch line about Dale Evans seeing 
a cougar near the ranch and saying, “Pardon me, Roy, is that the cat who 
chewed your new shoes?” Gene looks at Arlo as though he’s speaking a 
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foreign language. Arlo tries to help him by adding, “There’s this old 
song... .” 

Gene could not appreciate the pun—and some readers of this book 
may not—because he did not know the cultural context of the joke. To 
share his father’s laughter, to derive the same meaning as the person 
communicating the idea to him, he would have to be familiar with 
Glenn Miller’s old song, “Pardon Me, Boy, Is That the Chattanooga 
Choo-Choo?” (We won’t even get into the possible racist overtones of 
the term “boy’.) Gene would also have to know who Dale Evans and 
Roy Rogers were. Without that cultural context, he could make no 
sense of the text of his father’s joke.’ 

Even when we speak the same language in which a text is written, 
we can have difficulty understanding it if we are far enough removed 
in time from the origin of the text. Consider this line from 
Shakespeare’s Othello: “He robs himself that spends a bootless grief.” 
Some phrases from the King James Version of the Bible, written by peo- 
ple who heard and understood Shakespeare, have meaning for us only 
because we have heard them explained so many times. The meaning of 
many English words has changed in the four centuries which separate 
us from Elizabethan England. A good example would be “suffer the lit- 
tle children to come unto me” (Matt. 19:14 KJV). The meaning of 
“allow” or “let” is only an obscure usage of the word “suffer” today. 

Ifit can be that hard to understand an older text written in our own 
language, how much greater the problem that confronts us when read- 
ing books from cultures which use a language different from ours. The 
Ethiopian eunuch was almost certainly using a Greek translation of 
Isaiah, putting him at an immediate disadvantage (1.15). Like him, we 
have to rely on a translation (or spend several years learning the origi- 
nal language of the text). If we stop to think about it, we might wonder 
how accurate is the translation we’re using. Translation is an art, not 
just a matter of looking up a word in a dictionary and finding its equiv- 
alent in another language (1.14). Words and idioms have subtle shades 
of meaning which a non-native speaker has trouble picking up. 
Consider the difference between blowing up a photograph, blowing up 
a balloon, and blowing up a bridge. How would we translate the intent 
of those phrases into another language? (1.2; 1.5). 

To look at the problem from the other side, imagine you were read- 
ing a French novel in which the phrase JUesprit de Uescalier appeared. 
Translated literally as “the wit of the stairway,” it would mean nothing 
to modern English-speaking readers. A dictionary and commentary 
would help us to understand that it describes the sensation of thinking 
of a perfect comeback to someone when it’s too late, usually as you're 
going up the stairs to your room. Then an inspiration hits and you 
think, *7hat’s what I should have said.” 

All literature contains such culturally conditioned material. A few 
marginal notes can’t provide readers from outside the culture or from 
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a later time period with all the insight they need to get the full meaning 
from a document. It is not necessary to understand the culture fully to 
benefit from reading the document, but having even a degree of insight 
into the culture can enrich one’s reading significantly and help one 
guard against erroneous interpretations. 

This claim is not a new one. As long ago as A.D. 200 (on B.C./A.D., see 
chapter 9), Clement of Alexandria had to deal with criticism from those 
who wanted to read only the Bible: “Some, who pride themselves on 
their innate wisdom, will not study philosophy or logic and refuse to 
learn natural science. They insist on faith alone, as if they could imme- 
diately harvest fruit without taking care of the vine. . . . [call those truly 
learned who apply all facets of knowledge to the study of the truth” 
(Stromata 1.9; see appendix | under “Clement”). In the mid-eighteenth 
century, Anglican Bishop Joseph Butler advised his readers that the New 
Testament writings “have all a particular reference to the condition and 
usages of the Christian world at the time they were written... . They 
cannot be thoroughly understood, unless that condition and those 
usages are known and attended to” (Sermon on Human Nature 1.1). The 
scholars who today are putting some emphasis on this aspect of the 
study of various New Testament books are thus advocating nothing new. 

When applied to the New Testament, this approach is not intended 
to undermine anyone’s faith. Some devout Christians seem to fear that 
reading about the New Testament, instead of just reading the New 
Testament, will have that effect. Billy Graham, in his newspaper col- 
umn, used to advise people just to read the New Testament itself and 
not bother with books about the New Testament. He is not alone in this 
opinion. I have in my files a newspaper ad for a new splinter denomina- 
tion, proclaiming their belief that the Scriptures are “not culturally con- 
ditioned.” Such a view seems to imply that the world in which the New 
Testament writers lived was so like ours, or had so little influence on the 
New Testament writers, that the modern reader’s understanding of the 
texts will be unhindered by cultural differences. 

Can we truly believe that things have changed so little in two thou- 
sand years? Dig out a Time magazine from the late 1960s. If you're 
under forty, ask your parents to explain that world, that cultural con- 
text. If you're over forty, try to put hippies, Woodstock, paisley ties, 
“Laugh-In,” or Vietnam in terms that your children can understand. 
Another way to experience just how much our culture has changed in 
a generation is to watch reruns of “Donna Reed” or “Dick Van Dyke.” 
Anything written in the 1960s shared that cultural background, and 
unless we know something about that culture, we cannot fully compre- 
hend material written at that time. 

Understanding material written in America in the 1960s or Japan in 
the sixteenth century is an interesting intellectual exercise but not of 
life-altering importance. Understanding the New Testament is quite a 
different matter, isn’t it? Christians believe that the New Testament 
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contains a message which changes people’s lives. How important it is, 
then, to understand as much about the New Testament as we possibly 
can so that we can be sure of the validity of our interpretation and com- 
municate the message as fully as possible. We can do this only if we 
know something about the context of a particular text. This is hap- 
pening as scholars come to see the importance of studying the back- 
ground of particular texts (1.6; 1.8; 1.11; 1.13). As B. J. Malina says 
(1.39:2), “Any adequate understanding of the Bible requires some 
understanding of the social system embodied in the words that make 
up our sacred Scripture” (cf. 1.10). Bruce Metzger concurs by saying 
that “every serious attempt to understand the Scriptures must be his- 
torically oriented” (1.9:7). 


From the Ivory Tower to the Pew 


From teaching adult Sunday school classes in various churches, I 
have come to realize that people are eager to know such things but 
intimidated by how much there is to learn. I repeatedly hear, “How can 
I find out about these things without going to seminary? ... Don’t you 
have to be a Ph.D. to understand all this stuff?” 

Likewise, more scholars today seem to be aware that the New 
Testament cannot be studied as though it were produced in a vacuum. 
In recent years several books on this subject have appeared, with soci- 
ological analyses proving particularly popular (1.24; 1.32; 1.54; earlier 
ones are reviewed in 1.28; 1.31). But most of them are aimed at audi- 
ences on the college and seminary level, not for a general readership. 
Malina’s informative book, for example, is intended for “freshman and 
sophomore college students as they come to grips with the data pre- 
sented in introductory New Testament courses” (1.39:v). Stambaugh 
and Balch assure us that “students in colleges and seminaries and at 
more advanced levels” will find their book helpful (1.53:1). 

What about the peoplc in the pews? Where can a lay person serious 
about the study of the New Testament turn for help? Is it necessary to 
go to seminary or graduate school? This book is intended for such peo- 
ple, to point them to material which presents scholarly information in 
a way that non-professional readers can understand, either working on 
their own or in a group setting. 

The professionals who make the study of the New Testament their 
life’s work do what experts in any area do: they develop a special vocab- 
ulary for talking about their field, and they share a fund of knowledge 
not readily available to those outside that field. A few seem actually to 
mistrust the lay public. One scholar has advocated the publication of 
two separate translations of the New Testament, one for specialists and 
the other for an untutored public who need a cleaned-up version since 
they can’t comprehend the subticties of the original (1.21). 

Most scholars, however, don’t deliberately try to conceal their 
knowledge from lay people. Yet it has become almost second nature for 
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many of them to envelope the New Testament in a layer of arcane 
scholarship, most of which seems to be written in German. They talk 
about traditionsgeschichte and pericopes and redaction criticism? in 
tones which suggest that they regard the New Testament as their pri- 
vate preserve, open only to the initiated. Michael Grant, for example, 
cautions that “the study of the highly idiosyncratic Gospels requires 
that all the normal techniques of the historian should be supplement- 
ed by a mass of other disciplines, though this is a counsel of perfection 
which few students, if any, can even begin to meet” (1.29:197). 

As if that were not enough intimidation, other scholars suggest that 
anyone hoping to understand the New Testament must first master the 
voluminous collection of rabbinic traditions, or the literature written 
between the Old Testament and the New Testament. Still others advise 
the prospective student of the New Testament to learn something 
about archaeology and coins. On top of all that, Wayne Meeks com- 
plains about the “isolation of New Testament study from other kinds of 
historical scholarship—not only from secular study of the Roman 
Empire, but even from church history” (1.41:1). Perhaps even the spe- 
cialists are guilty of taking too narrow a view of their subject and do not 
know enough about a variety of related fields. E. A. Judge seems to 
think so. He accuses scholars interested in this period of being “hand- 
icapped by disciplinary boundaries” (1.35:23). Gasque says that “con- 
centration on one testament or the other is bound to lead to a lack of 
balance” (1.28:74). 

The result of all this specialization has been the creation of a chasm 
between scholars and the general public. S. J. Patterson described the 
situation succinctly (1.49:16): 


As scholars, we are not generally encouraged to share our work 
with a wider public... . Rather, we tend to communicate with 
each other through our own rather arcane media. . . . What has 
resulted is, on the one hand, a professional guild that rather 
naively assumes that it may confine itself to historical or literary 
matters without the slightest expectation that anyone would find 
our work of any great theological or cultural significance and, on 
the other hand, a general public with little awareness of what 
scholars are doing. 


Parish ministers might seem to be the ideal bridge between 
scholars and the laity. They've been to seminary, and they have daily 
contact with lay people. But few ministers become biblical scholars 
in seminary. Their course work emphasizes training for their service 
in a church. Once they’re on the job, the majority of their time is 
divided among sermon preparation, pastoral care, and church 
administration. Nor is a twenty-minute sermon the ideal format for 
presenting this kind of background information. Anyone studying 
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the historical-cultural background of the New Testament needs time 
to reflect on what is read and absorb it. The minister’s primary interest 
in a text is usually its applicability to the lives of parishioners. When 
ministers do talk about the background of a biblical text, they may have 
only limited information from a commentary and little time to browse 
in a library, even if one is nearby. 

I once heard a minister describe Paul’s imprisonment in Rome dur- 
ing the course of a sermon. The congregation was given a graphic picture 
of the apostle clanking around in chains in a dank, foul-smelling dun- 
geon that would have made the Tower of London look like a luxury 
hotel. The account was so vivid we could practically hear rats scurrying 
around in the straw on the floor. It was also totally inaccurate: that’s not 
the way the Romans treated people in prison. This is an isolated inci- 
dent, but it illustrates the problem. The minister’s misunderstanding of 
the culture of New Testament times was affecting his interpretation of 
the text (Phil. I). He was reading into it things not there in an effort 
to make his point about how God helps us bear up under adversity. At 
the same time, he was missing some of the real meaning of the passage. 

My hope is that any lay person seriously wanting to learn something 
about the New Testament will find this book useful. I have tried to write 
in a style that will enable high-school graduates with interests in study- 
ing the New Testament to understand the material. I also hope that 
ministers and other professionals who want to integrate their knowl 
edge of some part of the ancient world into a larger whole will find the 
book helpful. It won’t answer every question you may have. No single 
source can. It is intended to provide brief introductions to the major 
questions which arise when you begin to examine the cultural context 
of the New Testament. 

To help you find more information, it also includes, at the end of 
each chapter, references to books and articles in English which you can 
read to explore a particular topic further. The items in the bibliogra- 
phy are of varying difficulty, but anyone with a desire to learn can prof- 
it to some degree from reading any of them. I don’t pretend that this 
is an exhaustive bibliography, but it should help you take a second step 
in your quest for understanding the New Testament. When items in the 
bibliography are referred to in parentheses in the text (in bold num- 
bers), this is not meant to imply that the author of the article agrees 
with the point I’m making, merely that the source says something on 
the same point. The ancient writers cited most frequently are discussed 
in Appendix 1. 


Theology and History 


Exploring the cultural background of the New Testamentis not the 
same as studying its theological meaning, but the theological meaning 
is often influenced by the cultural context of a passage. The cultural 
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context is intimately bound up in the original language of the text. The 
text which most people read today is a translation, not the original. 

Scripture references in this book are from the New Revised 
Standard Version unless otherwise noted. The very fact that we aren’t 
reading the text in the original language removes us one step from a 
full understanding even as we open the book. As W. Meeks says, “Even 
so simple a task as translating a sentence from an ancient language into 
our own requires some sense of the social matrices of both the original 
utterance and ourselves. . . . If we translate without that awareness, we 
are only moving bones from one coffin to another” (1.41:5). Let’s study 
some specific examples of how a clearer understanding of the 
social-cultural background of the New Testament enables us to inter- 
pret the text more accurately. 


Stone Walls and Prisons 


Let’s look again at the question of Paul writing from prison. That 
very phrase, “writing from prison,” conjures up in our minds a man in 
a small cell with no freedom of movement. It may even evoke an image 
of someone like Dietrich Bonhoeffer writing letters from a Nazi prison. 
We read that into the passage because it is the cultural baggage (or the 
“social matrix,” to use Meeks’s more refined term) which we associate 
with the concept. 

But the Roman social matrix of imprisonment was quite different. As 
the Oxford Classical Dictionary (2nd ed., p. 879) notes, “Roman criminal 
law did not recognize the imprisonment of free persons as a form of pun- 
ishment.” The Digest, part of the first collection of Roman laws published 
in A.D. 533 and reflecting much earlier practices, admits that provincial 
governors sometimes unprisoned people, “but they should not do so, for 
such penalties are forbidden; prisons are for holding men for trial, not 
for punishing them” (48.19). How long an individual might be detained 
for questioning or until a trial was held could vary. There was no right of 
habeas corpus or guarantee to a speedy trial. Family or friends, however, 
were not likely to be denied access to prisoners (1.61). Some magistrates 
did gain reputations for treating prisoners cruelly, but this was a matter 
of individual personalities, not of Roman policy (1.63). 

Once sentence had been passed, a person might be incarcerated 
until punishment was inflicted. That usually followed close on the heels 
of the trial. After conducting a trial of Christians in the province of 
Bithynia in A.D. 112, Pliny the Younger—normally a humane person, to 
judge from his treatment of social inferiors in other situations (1.55)— 
ordered those who refused to recant to be taken away and executed 
(Ep. 10.96).° The severity of punishment varied according to the guilty 
person’s social status (4.51; 7.51). Fines could be imposed, particularly 
on wealthier people. Forced labor was a common penalty for the lower 
classes, but they were not necessarily locked up each night. Pliny dis- 
covered several cases of men who had walked away from the mines and 
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quarries to which they had been condemncd and who “in their old age, 
from all reports, are living modestly and quietly” (Ep. 10.31). 

Paul’s imprisonment could more accurately be described as house 
arrest, confinement to an ordinary house. An attentive reading of the 
New Testament makes this clear. Philippians 1 merely refers to Paul’s 
imprisonment in Rome. Acts 28:16 gives us more information: “When we 
came into Rome, Paul was allowed to live by himself, with the soldier who 
was guarding him.” He stayed for two years “at his own expense” (Acts 
28:30; cf. 1.58). The NRSV gives “in his own hired dwelling” as an alterna- 
tive rendering of that phrase. During that time people “came to him at 
his lodging in great numbers” (Acts 28:23), and he was “proclaiming the 
kingdom of God and teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ with all bold- 
ness and without hindrance” (Acts 28:30). Being “in prison” in ancient 
Rome begins to sound more like a minor inconvenience than a fate to 
be dreaded (though we shouldn’t make light of it). 

Roman sources reveal more generally how prisoners were treated 
during Paul’s lifetime. The biographer Suetonius says that, after the 
emperor Tiberius exiled his niece Agrippina the Elder and her two 
sons, “whenever he moved them from one place to another, they rode 
in closed litters, in chains and under guard” (Tib. 64). They were in 
chains, though, only while being moved. Tiberius was regarded as par- 
ticularly cruel to his ex-wife Julia because he imprisoned her in a house 
and would not permit her to have visitors (7%). 50). If Paul was ever 
chained, as he claims in Acts 28:20, it would have been during onc of 
his moves or to keep him from escaping when crowds of people came 
to see him. There is no mention of chains, however, when he was being 
transported from Palestine to Rome. The accompanying centurion even 
“treated Paul kindly” (Acts 27:3). 

Except for sheds known as ergastula, where slaves were sometimes 
penned up (1.56), there were no facilities for long-term imprisonment 
in an ancient town. When Paul was arrested in Jerusalem, he was 
locked up in the soldiers’ barracks (Acts 23:16). Even when he was 
beaten and imprisoned in Philippi, the beating, not the imprisonment, 
was his punishment. If Paul was kept under house arrest in Rome for a 
long time, it was because his case was slow to receive a hearing. The 
Roman judicial system could grind almost as slowly as our own if the 
government wasn’t particularly interested in a case. 

The closest the Romans came to punishing someone by lengthy 
imprisonment was exile to some island or remote part of the Empire. 
Exile could be of two types. In one, the person was ordered to keep a 
certain distance from Rome but could move about as he/she chose. 
Cicero was sentenced to that type of exile; he was required to stay at 
least four hundred miles from Rome. The emotional impact of such a 
sentence was probably greater than any physical discomfort suffered 
(1.59; 1.62). 
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In the other type of exile, the person was confined (“relegated”) to 
a particular spot. Persons in exile would live in a house in some small 
town where they could be watched, but they were not usually kept 


An Exile’s Anguish 


Spare me, father of our country! Don’t for- 
get my name and snatch from me the hope 
that | might someday placate you. I’m not 
asking to be allowed to come home, 
although | believe that the great gods have 
granted greater prayers. If you would give 
me a milder place of exile, one closer to 
Rome, a large part of my punishment 
would be lifted. My suffering couldn’t be 
any worse, cast out into the midst of ene- 
mies. No exile is farther away from his 
homeland. | alone have been sent to the 
seven-mouthed Danube, whose waters 
scarcely keep out the crowd of barbarians. 
Although others have been exiled for more 
serious reasons, no one has been sent to 
a more remote spot than |. No place is far- 
ther away than this, except for the cold and 
the enemy and the sea whose waters 
solidify with the cold... . | ask only a safer 
and somewhat more peaceful place of 
exile, so that my punishment may be equal 
to my crime, 


Ovid, Tristia 2.179-191, 577-578 


under lock and key. Augustus relegat- 
ed the poet Ovid to a small town on 
the Black Sea, a place that is now an 
Eastern European version of the 
Riviera, Ovid complained bitterly and 
made it sound like a living hell (see 
box), but he learned the native dialect 
and continued to write poetry. 
Augustus also exiled Archelaus, the 
deposed king of Judea, to Gaul. 
(Spending a few years in a villa in 
France sounds like the prison sen- 
tences some white-collar criminals 
receive in our day.) 

Exile was a punishment usually 
reserved for persons of some status, a 
fact which should shed light on our 
reading of the book of Revelation. Its 
author, John, was in exile on the 
island of Patmos (Rev. 1:9). He was 
not, it scems, some petty criminal in 
the eyes of the Roman government. 
The pages of the historian Tacitus are 
filled with people, almost always aris- 
tocrats, exiled to small towns or 
islands or to one of their country 
estates when the emperor even sus- 
pected them of misconduct. They 
were usually recalled when the next 
emperor came to power. Caligula 
once asked a returned exile how the 
man had spent his time. Trying to flat 
ter the new empcror, the man replied, 
‘I prayed constantly to the gods for 


Tiberius’ death, and for your accession; and my prayer was answered.” 
Fearful that the people he had exiled were praying for his own death, 
Caligula “sent agents around to the islands and had them kill all the 
exiles” (Suetonius, Calig. 28). 

Lowerclass criminals could be sent to work in mines in various 
places around the Mediterranean. But if that was John’s fate on 
Patmos, he would not have had writing materials or the privacy neces- 
sary to compose his book. He would have been forced to work each day 
until he dropped. Thus it seems unlikely that he was a prisoner of that 
class; he was “in exile.” 


— Wry THIS BOOK? 


This is just one case where reading ancient source material shows 
us that a concept—imprisonment, in this instance—which means one 
thing to us meant something quite different in antiquity. Yet miscon- 
ceptions about this and other background matters persist among lay 
and clerical readers of the New Testament. Where do they come from? 

Many of them have been created by writers and artists who knew 
nothing of how people actually lived, ate, or died in the first century 
aD. They read their own cultural experiences back into the New 
Testament. Many of the concepts which underlic today’s commentaries 
and Sunday school lessons were formulated in this way by the time of 
the Reformation. They have been handed down without critical exam- 
ination since. 


The Last Supper 


Sometimes all it takes is one picture to fix an image in our minds. 
Consider our conception of the Last Supper. Few of us, I dare say, can 
visualize that event without thinking of Leonardo da Vinci’s painting, 
completed in 1498. Some churches even stage living tableaux with peo- 
ple posing as da Vinci painted the apostles and Jesus. Because of the 
pervasive influence of this portrayal, it has become part of our unspo- 
ken assumption about the Last Supper that everyone present was sit- 
ting around a table.* Most English translations of the Bible use the 
word “sitting” in this passage, thus reinforcing the image from another 
side (as in Mark 14:18, kjy). 

What do we tnake, then, of the passage which says that “one of his 
disciples—the one whom Jesus loved—was reclining next to him” ( John 
13:23), “close to the breast of Jesus” (RSV)? Some misinformed inter- 
preters have taken this as an indication that there was an intimate rela- 
tionship between the two. This is one of the passages, along with the 
friendships of David and Jonathan, Naomi and Ruth, and Paul and 
Timothy, usually adduced as supporting evidence in discussions of a 
favorable biblical attitude toward homosexuality (1.6466; 1.70). Others 
find a clear condemnation of such practices (1.69), while some empha- 
size the ambiguity of the passages (1.67-68; see also chapter 8). 

Many Christians are uncomfortable with the notion of a homosex- 
ual Savior. How do they answer the charge? One well-intentioned 
writer tried to argue that Jesus’ culture was more open to touching and 
that Jesus himself “didn’t hesitate to let the apostle John rest his head 
on his bosom nor shake him away because of what people might think” 
(1.69:1400). That argument is obviously circular. 1f the society was 
more open to touching, no one would think anything about their pos- 
ture, and Jesus would not have to be concerned with shaking John 
away. 

The resolution of the question, though slightly different, is cultur- 
ally based. Jesus and his disciples ate the Passover not sitting in chairs 
around a table but reclining on couches.” The Greek verbs used in all 


it 
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the Gospels mean “to recline,” not “to sit." The phrase “to lean 
(recline) on someone’s breast” is an idiom in Greek meaning no more 
than “to sit next to someone” in English. So we find that even a quick 
insight into the cultural setting of the narrative resolves what appeared 
to be a difficulty for interpretation. Arguments based on a misreading 
of the text can be recognized as deceptive. 


Images of the Crucifixion 


Another small point of confusion arises with regard to the crucifix- 
ion. Medieval artists have left us with an inaccurate impression about 
an important facet of how Jesus was crucified. When we read in the 
Gospels that nails were driven 
into Jesus’ hands, we visualize 
marks in the palms of his 
hands. We have probably sung 
that old hymn, “Place your 
hands in the _ nail-scarred 
hands,” and have conjured up 
in our minds an image of a 
man’s palms. St. Francis of 
Assisi even claimed to bear the 
stigmata, the marks of Christ's 
crucifixion, with scars in his 
palms. 

Instances are known today 
of devout people who have 
bled from their palms after 
periods of intense meditation 
or prayer. Occasionally individ- 
uals have themselves crucified 
as an act of devotion, and the 
nails are always driven into the 
palms of the hands. An illustra- 
tion from a newspaper ad 
shows how pervasive this image 
has become. 

From archaeological finds, however, we now know that the Romans 
drove nails in behind the wrist bone because the fragile bones of the 
hand would not support the weight of a human body hanging on a 
cross. The Greek word for hand covers the wrist. The Latin word manus 
does not. Few artistic representations of the crucifixion were created 
before A.b. 600. The Roman government outlawed that form of execu- 
tion ca. A.D. 400. When medieval artists read their Latin New 
Testament—or, more likely, heard it read to them—and began painting 
pictures of the crucifixion, no onc living had seen anyone crucified, so 
they painted what they thought they could deduce from the text. From 
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archaeological finds we now know 
how the hands would have been fas- 
tened and that the body would have 
been positioned on the cross with 
the legs drawn up and turned to 
one side so that a single nail could 
have been driven through both 
heels (1.80). 

In light of the fact that medieval 
artists did not know where the 
Romans drove in the nails during a 
crucifixion, the relic known as the 
Shroud of Turin, which is alleged to 
be Jesus’ burial shroud (cf. Mark 
15:46; John 20:6) presents an inter- 
pretive problem. This piece of linen 
with a faint image of a man on it has 
been the center of intense study and 
controversy since the late nincteenth 
century (1.78; 1.80). No one has yet 
been able to explain to everyone’s 


poerean Bs pilates wee a Jerusalem. Both feet were pierced with one 
on the cloth, Lhe shroud, iselt" was spike just below the hee! 


subjected to carbon-14 testing, (Drawing by Gaalyeh Cornfeld) 
which established a date for the 
cloth of ca. 1300 A.D. (1.75; 1.82). 
Some scholars have expressed doubts about the claims for reliability of 
the date and reservations about the way the tests were done (1.76; 1.79). 
Several features of the shroud continue to excite questions. The 
image, when photographed, appears to be a photographic negative, i.e., 
its features appear more lifelike when viewed on the negative film. Could 
a medieval artist have created such an illusion five hundred years before 
the invention of photography? Perhaps more significantly, the image 
shows a blood stain not in the back of the man’s right hand (his hands 
are crossed over his lower abdomen) but higher up, in his right wrist. No 
medieval artist ever painted the nail wounds in that position. 
Furthermore, the man’s thumbs are not visible, a fact which becomes sig- 
nificant when one learns that driving a spike in behind the wrist strikes 
a tendon which causes the thumb to draw down into the palm. If this 
shroud is a fourteenthcentury forgery, how did this particular artist 
know things known by no one else on the face of the earth at that time? 
(1.74) 


read Bos! : ic ee See De 
Drawing based on remains of a crucified man 
from the first century A.D., found in a cave in 
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Herbert W. Armstrong, founder of the Worldwide Church of God and 
Ambassador College and publisher of the Plain Truth magazine, argued 
that Jesus could not have been crucified on Friday and resurrected on 
Sunday because three days won’t fit between Friday and Sunday. Any 
grade-school child can see that his arithmetic makes sense, Given the way 
we count, from Friday afternoon to Sunday morning is a day and a half, at 
most. But not if you count like the Jews and Romans did. They lacked a 
zero in their mathematical systems; the zero was not used as a numeral 
until the early seventh century A.D., by an Indian mathematician named 
Brahmagupta (cf. 1.85:69-72). Without a zero, the Jews and Romans 
counted the day on which something occurred as the first day. In Luke 
13:32, Jesus counts in exactly this fashion: “Listen, I am casting out 
demons and performing cures today and tomorrow, and on the third day 
I finish my work.” 

Furthermore, a portion of a day was counted as a whole day. So, 
if Jesus spent any part of a day in the tomb, it would count as a full 
day. He was placed in the tomb before sunset on Friday, and the day 
began at sunset. Thus, by the counting system in use in New 
Testament times, Friday was the first day, Saturday the second, and 
Sunday—which began at sundown on Saturday—was the third, no 
matter how small a part of each day Jesus was in the tomb. 


Conclusion 


These are examples of only a few passages in the New Testament 
which have been misunderstood or misinterpreted because people had 
inadequate knowledge of the Greco-Roman world in which the New 
Testament was written. They illustrate the point that an understanding 
of the cultural background of the New Testament can have an impact 
on one’s theological understanding of it. At the risk of being repeti- 
tious, understanding the context affects our interpretation of the text. 
As Allan Janssen put it, “Not only are we indebted to a contextual read- 
ing; we cannot escape it. Nor, perhaps, were we ever meant to!” 
(1.86:24). 

What follows is an effort to introduce lay people to the wealth of 
information which can enrich their study of the New Testament. Since 
the most immediate context of the life of Jesus is Judaism, we will begin 
by looking at various facets of that religion and culture, then examine 
the political structure of the Roman Empire before studying certain 
aspects of Roman culture in more detail. 
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Notes 


. This strip itself is built on some cultural in-jokes. The title characters 
are named after Arlo Guthrie and Janis Joplin, popular figures of the 
late 1960s. Gene is the namesake of Senator Eugene McCarthy, pop- 
ular but unsuccessful Democratic presidential aspirant in 1968. 
Knowing even that much about the background of the strip enables 
the reader to enjoy it on a different level. 


. The German phrase traditionsgeschichte means “history of tradition.” 
It refers to the study of the historical context in which the Bible was 
written. A pericope is an individual story about the life of Jesus (cf. 
p. 43 below). Redaction criticism is the study of the process by which 
books of the Bible were thought to be edited over the years. 


3. For fuller discussion of this letter, see chapter 3. 


. It is unlikely, though, that they would all have been sitting on one 
side of the table, as da Vinci shows them. Not even the people of his 
own day ate that way. He could not, however, have shown any apos- 
tle with his back to the viewer. Similarly, on TV shows and in theatri- 
cal productions today people usually don’t sit all the way around a 
table when they eat. Performers want their faces instead of their 
backs toward the camera or the audience. 


. Dinner customs in the Greco-Roman world will be discussed in detail 
in chapter 7. 


. The verb “to sit” does occur in the New Testament, often in connec- 
tion with the posture which Jesus assumed when teaching, as in 
Matthew 5:1; 13:1—2; 23:2; Mark 13:3. 
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Some CHRISTIANS DON’T like to be reminded that Jesus was a Jew. 
When I mentioned that fact in my grandmother’s hearing, she imme- 
diately said, “Only on his mother’s side.” But Matthew and Luke both 
included genealogies at the beginnings of their gospels to lay claim to 
Jesus’ Judaism in no uncertain terms. There is much debate over what 
relationship Jesus saw between himself and Judaism, but it does appear 
that he saw himself primarily as trying to reform Judaism, not trying to 
start another religion (2,81:363). There was, in his view, nothing inher- 
ently wrong with Judaism; the problem lay in the way people had dis- 
torted God’s purpose over the centuries. He seems to have identified 
himself with prophets such as Amos and Micah, who protested against 
the emphasis on ritual and legalism at the expense of what Jesus called 
“the weightier matters of the law” (Matt. 23:23). 

What makes it even more difficult to determine Jesus’ attitude 
toward Judaism is that the Gospels were written at a time when the 
Christians were trying to establish an identity for themselves separate 
from the Jews, who had staged a long, bloody revolt against Rome in A.D. 
66-73. The Jews, in turn, wanted no part of the minim (heretics) who rec- 
ognized an executed criminal as the Messiah. Among the Eighteen 
Benedictions regularly recited in the synagogues was one which asked 
God to “let the Nazarenes and the heretics perish as in a moment, let 
them be blotted out of the book of the living.” The Gospel of John, 
many scholars feel, reflects a decidedly negative vicw of the Jews, typi- 
cal of Christians by the end of the first century. The earlier Gospels, 
especially Matthew, depict Jesus as sympathetic to Judaism, if not to its 
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leaders. In Matthew 23:1—3 Jesus acknowledges the authority of the 
scribes and Pharisees, but cautions people to “do whatever they 
teach you and follow it; but do not do as they do, for they do not 
practice what they teach.” We will return to this topic at the end of 
this chapter. 

When we read the New Testament, we encounter the terms 
“scribes” and “Pharisees” frequently in the Gospels and early chapters 
of Acts, and they evoke a largely negative response. But who were the 
scribes and Pharisees? Who were some of the other Jewish groups, such 
as the Sadducees and Herodians, who are mentioned now and again in 
the Gospels? To understand more adequately what Jesus saw as his mis- 
sion and why the early Christians eventually separated themselves from 
the Jews, we need to survey, however superficially, the state of Judaism 
in the early first century A.D. 


Judaism: Hellenistic and Judean 


Paul may have believed that in Christ there was no distinction 
between Jew and Greek (Gal. 3:28), but few Jews or Greeks (or 
Romans) of his day would have agreed. The Jews were accused by the 
Greeks and Romans of being aloof, separatist, priding themselves on 
maintaining their identity (cf. chapter 3). At a time when ethnic dis- 
tinctions were being blurred under the pax Romana, Tacitus (Hist. 
5.5) considered Jewish customs “perverse and disgusting” and 
claimed that the Jews “hate all others as though they were enemies” 
(cf. 2:2: 2.11). 

But the Jews were divided among themselves by the first century 
(2.10). It was once fashionable to talk of the distinction between the 
Jews of Palestine and those of the Diaspora, the Jews scattered across 
the Mediterranean world (cf. James 1:1 and ] Peter 1:]). The picture 
was simple: Palestinian Jews were conservative, clinging to the Hebrew 
Torah, untouched by Hellenistic influences. Diaspora Jews were virtu- 
ally indistinguishable from their pagan neighbors in appearance, igno- 
rant of Hebrew, and willing to write new devotional literature in Greek 
(which eventually became the Old Testament Apocrypha, with books 
like Tobit and 1-2 Maccabees). 

Today, however, it no longer appears possible to insist on such 
clear-cut demarcations. Some scholars see Palestine itself as 
Hellenized, learning Greek customs and language (2.7); others are less 
certain (2.4). There is a new emphasis on the diversity of opinions 
among Diaspora Jews (2.6). Others see messianic fervor as a connector 
between Palestinian Jews and lower-class Jews in the Diaspora (2.13). R. 
Murray suggests that new distinctions need to be drawn up, based on 
criteria other than geography. He uses the terms ‘Jew’ and ‘Judaism’ 
for those who focused on the temple. Other groups, such as the 
Essenes, who were critical of the priests managing the temple rituals, 
Murray calls ‘Hebrews’ (2.273). In the discussion that follows, we will 
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use the categories “Diaspora Jews’ and ‘Palestinian Jews’, even though 
they are not clearly defined in every case. 


ani: Ye ate Ee oN 
Conservative Jews such as the Essene community in Palestine practiced baptism for 
purification. (Photo by Gustav Jeeninga) 


What made Palestinian Jews different from Diaspora Jews, even if only 
to a degree, was the use of the Hebrew/Aramaic language and the pres- 
ence of the center of worship in ereiz Israel, the land of Israel (2.8; 2.12). 
This doesn’t mean that Palestinian Jews didn’t use Greek, only that the 
Hebrew/Aramaic language and ways of thinking dominated in Palestine, 
while Diaspora Jews had to be more aware of the dominant Greek culture 
around them. Only when those distinctions were lost, after the destruc- 
tion of Jerusalem in A.D. 70, did ancient Judaism become unified (2.3). 
Then it was Palestinian Judaism which dominated, rejecting the “conta- 
gion” of the Greco-Roman world which had nearly destroyed it." 


The Diaspora 


Diaspora Jews were descendants of those driven into exile when 
Jerusalem fell in 586 B.c. Some had gone to Babylon, others to Egypt, 
such as the prophet Jeremiah, who was dragged unwillingly into Egypt 
(Jer. 42:18—43:7). After 538 B.C. some Jews returned to Judea and began 
the rebuilding process, as recorded in the books of Ezra and 
Nehemiah. Others remained in their newly established homes. The 
Egyptian Jews built another temple on an island in the upper Nile at 
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Elephantine. Palestinian Jews regarded it as an abomination and it was 
destroyed in 410 B.c. When the city of Alexandria was established ca. 
325 B.C., many Jews migrated there. By the time of the birth of Christ, 
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it is estimated, at least a quarter of that city’s population was Jewish, 
perhaps as much as 30 percent (2.24). The city was the home of one of 
the greatest Hellenistic Jewish thinkers, Philo, a member of a promi- 
nent family who served as an ambassador to the emperor Caligula 
(2.15; 2,45). 

With so many Jews spread around the Mediterranean, it is little 
wonder that the Greeks and Romans became aware of them and curi- 
ous about their religion. If the author of Acts is right—and pagan lit- 
erature does not refute him—the Greeks spent much of their time talk- 
ing about new ideas (Acts 17:21). Many Gentiles appear to have attend- 
ed synagogue services. Some synagogues were predominantly 
ITellenistic and provided the first inroads for Christian missionaries 
(2.17; 2.47; 2.51). The Jews who welcomed Paul to Corinth in Acts 
18:7-8 bear suspiciously Greco-Roman names like Titius Justus and 
Crispus. 

Justus is described by Luke as “a worshiper of God,” a phrasc 
used to denote Gentiles who attended the synagogues without fully 
converting to Judaism. These “Jewish sympathizers” (2.27) or “God- 
fearers” have been the subject of some controversy (2.26; 2.29; 2.30; 
2.35; 2.49), but their presence can hardly be doubted. Some of 
them eventually converted to Judaism (2.19). Women converts went 
through an initiation bath, called miqva’oi, a ritual which may have had 
some impact on the Christian rite of baptism (2.22; 2.36; 2.42-43; 
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2.46). Circumcision was the stumbling block for many males (2.20; 2.31). 
Many remained on the fringe of Judaism, reluctant to undergo that 
surgery (without anesthesia, remember). When what appeared to be an 
alternative form of Judaism—i. e., Christianity—presented itself, many of 
these “god-fearers” were apparently 
drawn to it. 

Since Diaspora Jews were nol as cut 
off from their neighbors as Palestinian 
Jews were, we might wonder how much, 
if any, intermarriage there might have 
been. The strictest interpretation of 
who is a Jew has long been that only the 
children of a Jewish mother qualify 
(2.21). Once a Gentile man converted 
to Judaism, he could marry a Jewish 
woman, and their children would be 
Jews. This may have happened more 
than we suspect. One papyrus from 
Alexandria, a loan agreement, closes 
with a physical description of the two 
men who are making a contract. Both 
are Jews. Apollonios is “tall, fair, with 
rather bright eyes and protruding ears.” 
The other, Sostratos, is “of middle 
height, fair.” They probably would have mingled easily in the streets of 
the city. Ancient writers rarely comment on anything distinctive about 
the appearance of the Jews. They looked different only when they fre- 
quented the gymnasium or a public bath, where nudity was common- 
place. In those contexts circumcision quickly identified the Jewish 
males. 

Because of their lack of contact with Jerusalem, Jews in the 
Diaspora developed some features in their faith which their orthodox 
coreligionists in Judea saw as bordering on heresy (2.29). In cities 
around the Mediterranean, inscriptions record the participation of 
Jews in pagan cults, sometimes as officials (2.17). Contact between 
Jews and Greeks in the major cities, especially Alexandria, was so 
extensive and intensive that “the prevailing approach in Alexandrian 
Jewish apologetics” came to be “to show that Greek philosophers had 
borrowed from the Bible” (2.29:220). The more imaginative Jewish 
writers saw a connection between Moses and the legendary Greek sage 
and poet Musaeus (2.14; 2.32). Many pagan intellectuals were attract- 
ed to Jewish monotheism and ethical practices. Even Tacitus, i the 
passage already cited, concludes his denunciation of the Jews with 
grudging admiration for their form of worship. Christians later used 
some of the same arguments. 

Jews spread to other parts of the Mediterranean world as well and 
seem to have mingled with the pagan population wherever they went, 
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to a greater extent than previously recognized. Inscriptions reveal 
their presence in Athens soon after 400 B.c. The poet Horace (ca. 30 
B.C.) complained about the large numbers of Jews in Rome, and 
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Ovid, writing a few years later, mentions the synagogue as a likely 
place for a man to meet young women (Art of Love 1.75). Diaspora 
Jews seem to have been eager to win converts, but a passage in 
Horace often cited as evidence of their aggressive proselytizing may 
point instead to their efforts to protect their political rights 
(2.40-41). The Romans allowed money sent to Jerusalem for the 
support of the temple to be counted as a tax payment. Once the tem- 
ple was destroyed, however, the government continued to collect this 
fiscus Judaicus, whether or not an individual paid it was one test of his 
identity as a Jew (2.33). 

Jewish customs were widely known, if often despised. The emperor 
Augustus joked in a letter that he was fasting like a Jew on the Sabbath 
(Suetonius, Aug. 76). He obviously didn’t understand what Jews did on 
the Sabbath, but he could allude to their observation of the day and 
expect his reader to know roughly what he meant. Petronius mocked 
their table manners (2.18). Tacitus could parody the Exodus account 
and dismiss Jewish rituals and customs as deliberately contrary to the 
practices of sensible people (Hist. 5.3-5). The vocabulary used by a 
number of Roman poets indicates a greater familiarity with Judaism 
than one might at first suspect (2.16). 
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2) 


The Septuagint 


Although these widely scattered Jews considered themselves devout 
children of Abraham, they could not avoid influences from the culture 


around them. The area in which they 
were most seriously affected was prob- 
ably language. By the time they had 
lived outside Judea for a few genera- 
tions, they had come to speak the lan- 
guages of the people around them, in 
particular Greek. Alexander the 
Great’s conquests had spread Greek 
culture and language all over the east- 
ern Mediterranean. Hebrew was not 
immediately forgotten, as_ the 
Scriptures continued to be read in the 
original language, but the language of 
daily life was Greek. Soon many Jews 
found themselves unable to under- 
stand the Scriptures when they were 
read in the synagogue services. 
During the third century B.c., the 
Jewish Scriptures were translated into 
Greek, a process begun in Alexandria. 
Whether it was instigated by Ptolemy 
Il, the Greek king of Egypt who want- 
ed to acquire as complete a royal 
library as possible (8.93), cannot be 
determined with certainty. When they 
learned what was happening, Jews in 
Judea held a national day of mourn- 
ing, one apocryphal story says, 
because they considered Hebrew the 
only acceptable language for the read- 
ing and study of the Scriptures (2.53). 
But this Greek version, eventually 
known as the Septuagint (abbreviated 
LXX) because it was allegedly done by 
seventy(-two) scholars, became the 
standard text for Diaspora Jews, just as 
the King James Version became a 
sacred text in its own right for many 
people who could not read the 


How the Septuagint Was Translated 


They [the translators] were mindful of what 
a monumental task it was to make a faith- 
ful translation of laws which came from the 
mouth of God. They must not add or delete 
or change anything but were required to 
retain the original shape . . . . They fell | 
under a kind of divine possession or inspi- 


ration so that they did not each produce 
their own transiation but each wrote the 
same thing, word for word, like scribes 
taking dictation from an unseen reader. It's 
common knowledge that in any language, 
but especially in Greek, there are many 
terms with similar meanings, so that one 
idea can be expressed in many ways, dif- 
fering by only a word or by a whole 
phrase. But in this case the Greek version 
was an exact match for the Chaldean 

! 
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[Hebrew], perfectly expressing the original 
meaning . . . . Chaldeans who have 
leamed the Greek language, or Greeks the 
Chaldean, when they read both versions, 
the Chaldean and the translation, hold 
them in awe and reverence as sisters, or 
indeed as one and the same in subject 
matter and in words, and they regard the 
authors not as mere translators but as 
priests and prophets of the mysteries. 


Philo, Life of Moses 2.34, 37-40 
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Hebrew or Greek originals. Some brilliant Jewish scholars, such as 
Philo, wrote extensive treatises on the Scriptures without being able to 
read Hebrew. Philo’s claim that the Greek version was a verbatim trans- 
lation of the Hebrew, equally inspired (see box), simply shows his lack 
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of familiarity with the Hebrew text. The Letter of Aristeas adds to the mys- 
tique of the LXX by claiming that it was translated in seventy-two days 
(2.54). 

The LXX differs from the original in its readings in a number of pas- 
sages. In fact three versions of the ILXX eventually came into existence, 
as it was copied, edited, and corrected by various people. By the third 
century A.D. the Christian scholar Origen tricd to reconcile them and 
establish a standard text. His compilation, known as the Hexapla, sur- 
vives only in fragments. The LXX is useful to biblical scholars today 
because it is based on a Hebrew text older than any copy of the Old 
Testament which we have. Comparison of the Greek with the Hebrew 
can help in understanding and translating the latter (2.55). 

As a Diaspora Jew, Paul was certainly more comfortable with Greek 
than with Hebrew. The author of Acts claims that Paul studied in 
Jerusalem under Gamaliel (Acts 22:3). Paul himself never mentions 
this in his letters, even when talking about his zeal for the Law (as in 
Gal. 1:14). If we grant that he did study in Jerusalem, he must have 
known Hebrew, but when he refers to Old Testament passages in his 
letters, he quotes the LXX, the version his readers knew. 

Some Diaspora Jews may have known both versions of the 
Scriptures, but the Greek was the only one non-Jews could read. One 
pagan writer on style, Longinus, cites Genesis 1:3 and 1:9-10 (De 
Sublimitate 9.9). His wording is not exactly the same as the LXX and 
may indicate that there was some general knowledge of the text among 
the Greeks and Romans (2.56). The satirist Juvenal makes light of the 
“obscure volume of Moses” (Sat. 14.100-104). 


Judaism and Hellenism in Judea 


It’s tempting to draw a sharp line between the Diaspora Jews and 
the more conservative, traditional Jews of Judea, but as already noted, 
that would not be entircly accurate. To begin with, Judean Jews used 
Hebrew only in the synagogues (2.94). In everyday life Aramaic, a relat- 
ed Semitic tongue, had long since become the spoken language of the 
land. When the New Testament says “Hebrew,” it really means Aramaic 
(John 19:20; Acts 21:40). It was even necessary to publish Targums, 
Aramaic translations of the Hebrew Scriptures (2.85; 2.101), a process 
well attested by the first century A.D. 

Greek was so widely spoken by the first century A.D. that it might be 
more accurate to describe Palestine as multilingual (2.90). Hellenistic 
influences had permeated many areas of life in Judea. The Jews 
fought the Maccabean revolt in 167-164 B.c. to assert their freedom 
from the Greek king Antiochus IV Epiphanes, who insisted that all 
his subjects worship the Greck gods (2.63; 1 Macc. 1). But after win- 
ning that war, at least one family of Jewish high priests began taking 
names like Jason and Menelaus, which come from Greek mythology 
(2.79). Archaeologists have unearthed the tombs of the high priest 
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Caiaphas and his family and have found coins inserted in the mouths 
of the deceased, a Greek practice to pay for the ferry across the river 
Styx in the underworld (2.70). Even in the last throes of their fight 
for independence, under siege at Masada, someone scratched some- 
thing in Greek on a broken picce of pottery (2.65). 

Greek institutions like the wrestling schools and baths sprang up in 
Jerusalem itself. The wrestling school was built on the very temple hill 
(1 Macc. 1:14-15). And the Jews seem to havc attended these places reg- 
ularly (2.73). Some were so eager to blend in with their Greek overlords 
and neighbors that they resorted to surgery to remove the evidence of 
circumcision, which they could no longer hide when they stripped to 
exercise or bathe, as the Greeks always did (2.72; 2.96:25; 1 Macc. 
1:11-15; 2 Macc. 4:9-17). The details of the operation are spelled out by 
the Roman doctor Celsus (ca. A.D. 30) in his De medicina 7.25.1 (2.93). 
Herod the Great adopted a policy of deliberate Hellenization. He 
staged games on the Greek model, rebuilt and renamed cities (e. g., 
Caesarea), gave his children a Greek education, and encouraged his 
non-Jewish subjects to participate in the imperial cult (see chapter 5). 
Many upper-class Jews adopted the Greco-Roman custom of reclining 
on couches to eat their meals (2.99; see chapter 8). 

Although this process of Hellenization began in earnest after the 
Seleucid conquest of the area in 200 B.c., in the view of V. A. 
Tcherikover: 


Hellenism was not introduced into Israel by the forces outside; 
part of the Jewish public itself developed an attachment to alien 
customs and became eager for Hellenistic modes of life to 
obtain a foothold in Jerusalem. . . . The bearers of the idea of 
Hellenization among the Jews were not distributed among vari- 
ous Classes of Jewish society, but were entirely confined to one 
class, namely, the ruling aristocracy of Jerusalem (2.102:118)- 


The debate over the degree to which Greek manners and ways of 
thought might have influenced Palestine is an example of how suppos- 
edly objective scholars can become personally involved in their subjects. 
Tcherikover’s view is seconded by M. Hengel (2.76), who argues that 
Hellenization began even before Alexander the Great’s time, with the 
arrival of Greek mercenaries in Palestine as part of the Persian army. But 
L. H. Feldman, an Orthodox Jewish scholar, can refute Hengel at virtu- 
ally every point (2.66) and maintains that any Greek influences in 
Palestine were late and superficial (2.67). As S. Sandmel points out 
(2.95), even the most serious scholars sometimes come down on the side 
of theories that they simply feel comfortable with. Only rarely do they 
admit their subjectivity as openly as S. Pomeroy did when, concluding an 
argument, she said, “While there is no firm evidence to confirm the 
hypothesis, I find it easier to believe that. . .” (7.113:37). 
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The New Testament gives somewhat ambiguous evidence of this 
Hellenistic influence on Judean Judaism. Jesus came from a portion of 
Palestine called “Galilee of the Gentiles,” supposedly because of the 
predominance of non-Jewish elements there (Matt. 4:15). Feldman 
argues that the Greek cities in the district were almost exclusively on 
the border and that the interior was un-Hellenized. On this interpreta- 
tion, only the lower part of Galilee, where Jesus came from, appears to 
have been touched by Greek influences (2.67:95). Klausner, though, 
reached a different conclusion, which he put forth unequivocally 
(2.81:363): 


Jesus of Nazareth, however, was a product of Palestine alone, a 
product of Judaism unaffected by any foreign admixture. There 
were many Gentiles in Galilee, but Jesus was in no way influ- 
enced by them. In his days Galilee was the stronghold of the 
most enthusiastic Jewish patriotism. Jesus spoke Aramaic and 
there is no hint that he knew Greek. 


Klausner, it must be noted, had not seen the results of archaeolog- 
ical excavations at Sepphoris, a city built by Herod Antipas and called 
by Josephus the “ornament of all Galilee.” This city of some 30,000 peo- 
ple had all the accoutrements of a Greek city: agora (marketplace), 
baths, gymnasium, and theater. One hour’s walk to the south lies 
Nazareth. The excavations, begun in 1983, indicate that Greek influ- 
ences pervaded Galilee to a degree that scholars had not previously sus- 
pected (2.58; 2.64; 2.84; 2.89). It is highly unlikely that Jesus could have 
been totally untouched by contact with this center of Greek culture, 
though there is admittedly no direct mention of this city in the New 
Testament (2.91). 

The evidence is obviously capable of widely different interpreta- 
tions. There is even a middle ground. S. Freyne (2.68-69) has shown 
that the Jews of Judea regarded Galilee as less purely Jewish than their 
own area. The two districts were separated geographically by Samaria, 
and direct communication was difficult. The people of Galilee, howev- 
er, seem to have been devoted to the Jerusalem temple cultus, even if 
pharisaic teaching, with its constant references to the opinions of ear- 
lier teachers, did not dominate the way it did in Judea (2.82). It was the 
decidedly un-pharisaic quality of Jesus’ teaching-—with its emphasis on 
his personal authority—that made him so popular with the people of 
Galilee (Mark 1:22), and that still makes some Jews uncomfortable with 
him (2.103). 

In spite of what Klausner says, it is highly likely that Jesus spoke 
Greek; any tradesman in that area would have ncecded at least a working 
knowledge of the language to survive (2.98). The large number of Greek 
and bilingual (Greek and Aramaic) inscriptions found in Palestine 
“prove beyond any reasonable doubt that the majority of Jewish families 
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could read and write Greek and did so even for strictly family business” 
(2.87:82). Josephus says, in a curious passage (Ant. 20.263), that knowl 
edge of Greek was more common among lower-class people. He him- 
self had to have assistants help him in his writing because he normally 
spoke Aramaic. Most of Jesus’ teaching in Judea was more likely to 
have been done in Aramaic. Some scholars see in his vocabulary and 
sentence structure an Aramaic origin for his parables and short, pithy 
sayings (2.98). Others suspect he was influenced Ly performances in 
the Greek theater (2.59). 

Suggestions of Greek influences can be found in the Gospels. The 
names of two of Jesus’ disciples—Philip and Andrew—are Greek. 
When Pilate questioned Jesus at his trial, there does not seem to have 
been any lack of communication, unless they were using an interpreter 
of whom we’re not informed. In situations where they had to deal with 
“barbaric” peaple such as the Celts and Carthaginians, the Romans did 
make use of interpreters and refer to them in their literature (2.57). 
But they did not regard Greek as a “foreign” language; it was “the other 
language.” Roman boys learned it in elementary school right along 
with Latin. 

Pilate, like any educated Roman of the day, would have spoken 
Greek fluently. Latin was the official language of the Empire but little 
used in the eastern Mediterranean. When relations between Jews and 
Romans grew heated, they did fall back to their native languages. Titus’s 
speech to the Jews shortly before he conquered Jerusalem was delivered 
in Latin and translated into Aramaic (Josephus, War 6.327). But, under 
normal circumstances, both sides could have used Greek. If we admit 
the possibility that Jesus knew some Greek, he and Pilate could have car- 
ried on a conversation (2.92). For official purposes when Jesus was cru- 
cified, Pilate put a sign over him in three languages: Latin, Greek, and 
Aramaic (John 19:20). 

The early Christians did not escape these linguistic problems. In 
Acts 6 the Jerusalem church was troubled by a dispute between the 
Hebrews (old-line Judean Jews) and the Hellenists (those who had 
come back from the Diaspora or were Greek converts to Judaism) 
(2.77; 2.100). To keep peace, seven men, all with good Greek names, 
were appointed deacons. 

Even more interesting is Acts 6:9, which mentions that Jews from var- 
ious synagogues (a Greek word, incidentally; 2.83) began to dispute with 
Stephen over the Christian message. Their synagogues bear revealing 
names: “of the Freedmen . .. , Cyrenians, Alexandrians, and others of 
those from Cilicia and Asia.” The presence of enough Alexandrian Jews 
in Jerusalem to warrant a synagogue of their own suggests that there 
was probably more contact between Palestine and Egypt than is usual- 
ly assumed. Cyrene was a Greck city in North Africa; Cilicia and Asia 
were Greek-speaking provinces in what is now Turkey. So, even In the 
very heart of Judaism, people from a Hellenistic background were 
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numerous. Some of those people provided a bridge between the syna- 
gogues and the first churches in Palestine (2.78; 2.86). Those early 
churches quickly took on a Greek identity (2.71). 

Aramaic, however, was still the native language of the people, and 
most business in the street was conducted in that tongue. Much like a 
modern Amcrican city, with signs in English and Spanish, Jerusalem 
was a city which had to say everything important in at least two lan- 
guages. Archaeologists have uncovered a bilingual inscription in the 
temple warning Greeks not to enter the inner courtyard (2.61; 2.97). 
When Paul was thought to have violated this rule, he was mobbed and 
only barely rescued by Roman soldiers. The tribune in charge seemed 
surprised that his prisoner spoke Greek. Paul then asked to address the 
crowd and did so in Hebrew/Aramaic (Acts 21:27-22:21). 

In spite of the Gentile cultural influences pressing upon them, 
Judean Jews struggled to retain their identity. lf they appear in the New 
Testament to be overly conservative and self-righteous, we must note 
two things. First, the picture we have of them was drawn by those of an 
opposing party. Second, they were trying to preserve their religious 
heritage. They had fought a war with Antiochus Epiphanes (1-2 
Maccabees). They had forced Herod to remove some images from a 
theater in Jerusalem (Josephus Ant. 15.8.2). They had made Pilate take 
out of Jerusalem legionary standards, banners depicting Caesar, con- 
trary to the second commandment (Ex. 20:4—6; Josephus, Ant. 18.3.1). 
Having faced all those challenges successfully, they were not about to 
let a lone individual like Jesus “subvert” the faith they had struggled so 
hard and long to preserve. 


Oral Tradition in Judaism 


Students of the New Testament often encounter references to 
Mishnah, Talmud, halakah, and other unfamiliar terms describing doc- 
uments relating to Jewish interpretation of the Old Testament. An old 
tradition among Jewish scholars of antiquity held that Moses began a 
process of explaining the meaning of the Law. Noted scribes such as 
Ezra were believed to have passed along this body of oral teaching. Since 
the Jews of the pre-Christian cra had not settled on a canon of sacred 
books and since they did not adhere to a literal reading of their scrip- 
tures, they could dispute the meaning of any passage. The interpreta- 
tion given by a majority of rabbis was supposed to be binding, but the 
minority opinions werc also preserved. These authoritative pronounce- 
ments are called halakah. This rabbinic style can be observed in Paul’s 
letters (2.113). The halakah came to be organized by subject matter in a 
collection of treatises known as the Mishnah, from a Hebrew word mean- 
ing to “repeat” or “study.” (One studied by repeating the material until 
it was memorized.) The Mishnah was committed to writing by the end 
of the second century A.pD., under the direction of the highly revered 
Rabbi Judah, called the Patriarch or the Prince. But the process of 


____ THE JUDAIC BACKGROUND OF THE NEW TESTAMENT 


explaining the Law didn’t stop there. Later groups of rabbis, known as 
the Amoraim (“speakers”) created a commentary on the Mishnah, 
known as the Gemara or completion. The Mishnah and Gemara were 
combined, in the fifth and sixth centuries, into the Talmud, another 
word meaning “study” or “instruction.” The Talmud exists in two ver- 
sions, the Babylonian and Jerusalem (or Palestinian). The Babylonian 
Talmud is about four times as long as the Jerusalem Talmud and is gen- 
erally recognized as the Talmud (2.105; 2.112), 

Another category of interpretive material not included in the 
Talmud is the Midrashim, commentaries on various biblical passages, 
primarily from Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy, and Psalms. 
These sometimes take the form of legal proscriptions, sometimes of 
sermon-like explanations. The dates of this material range from the 
early Christian cra to the twelfth century A.D. (2.110). A major problem 
in using any of Talmudic or Midrashic evidence in the study of first-cen- 
tury Judaism is that one cannot be certain of the date of origin of any 
particular passage. An opinion attributed to one rabbi may have been 
merely his statement of a view that had been in circulation long before, 
or it may be a later view attributed to an earlier, more authoritative 
rabbi in order to give it more weight. This material also reflects a con- 
cern with Palestinian Judaism alone, not with the Diaspora. 

Perhaps more important for students of the New Testament are the 
targumim, or Aramaic paraphrases of the Hebrew scripture. The need 
for these paraphrases arose as early as ca. 500 B.c. because Aramaic had 
replaced Hebrew as the everyday language of Palestine and people 
could no longer understand their scriptures when read in their origi- 
nal version. In Nehemiah 8:8 we find a likely allusion to an oral targum: 
“They [the priests] read from the book, from the law of God, with 
interpretation. They gave the sense, so that the people understood the 
reading.” Some of these targums were eventually written down and pro- 
vide an important witness to the form of the biblical text of about the 
first century. They circulated widely; the quotation of Psalms 68:18 in 
Ephesians 4:8 is actually from a targum, not from the Hebrew or the 
Septuagint (2.104; 2.108). 


Jewish Factions 


Even in their struggle to preserve and transmit their faith, the Jews 
were split into several factions or parties, what one scholar calls “a soci- 
ety divided by religion” (2.117). Christians tend to think just of “the 
Jews” without realizing that there were divergent and even conflicting 
viewpoints within Judaism, just as there are today. Defining “ortho- 
doxy” in first-century Judaism has proved difficult (2.114; 2.116; 
2.119). As E. Ferguson says, “At any given time it would be possible to 
find Jews believing almost anything and everything, and this is cspe- 
cially true at the beginning of the Christian era. To list the elements of 
Jewish ‘orthodoxy’ is an all but impossible task” (2.5:502). Instead of a 
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monolithic Judaism, it might be more accurate to talk about “multiple 
Judaisms” (2.115). Putting it more positively, one scholar has described 
Judaism in the New Testament period as “so alive, so progressive, so agi- 
tated by controversies, that under its spacious roof the most contrasting 
views could be held—until a greater uniformity was reached after A.D. 
200” (2.120:53). Most of the parties of first-century Judaism are men- 
tioned in the New Testament. It will help us to understand their oppo- 
siuon to Jesus if we see them first as upholders of their religious tradi- 
tion, however they may have differed among themselves over its inter- 
pretation. 

Those differences were extremely important while the Jews enjoyed 
their existence as a nation. The writers of the first three Gospels are 
usually specific when they mention a certain party of Jews as opposing 
Jesus. Only when Paul’s missionary work spreads into the Greek world 
do we find Christian writers making a broad contrast between “Jew and 
Greek.” To outsiders, the factional disputes seemed, in Gallio’s words, 
“a matter of questions about words and names and your own law” (Acts 
18:15 Rsv). 

As we look at specific groups that constituted Judaism in Jesus’ day, 
we should bear in mind that they represent several approaches to reli- 
gion which might be found in any tradition. The Sadducees empha- 
sized formalism, devotion to the temple and its rituals, a strain which 
survived in Palestine even during the exile. The Pharisees were typical 
of a group which tries to adjust to changed circumstances. When the 
Jews did not have the temple during the Babylonian exile, they devel- 
oped synagogues and teachers to instruct the people. After the destruc- 
tion of the temple in A.D. 70, they focused on the study and transmis- 
sion of the Torah and its interpretation. The term Pharisee may not have 
been used after 70, but the approach of the rabbis was the same 
(2.118). 

The Essenes were the ascetics, emphasizing self-denial and self-dis- 
cipline and demanding more of themselves than most members of 
their larger religious group. The Sicarii and Zealots were the radicals, 
those unwilling to accept any compromise with their belief that only 
God is Lord over Israel. These approaches to Judaism appear to have 
existed throughout its history, though the groups which embodied 
them may have been called by different names at different times 
(2.121). We can thus trace Sadducean and Pharisaic attitudes back to 
Old Testament times, even if the groups called by those names in the 
New Testament do not have that long a history. 


Sadducees 


Starting at the top of the social scale, we encounter first the group 
known as the Sadducees from their alleged descent from David’s high 
priest Zadok (2 Sam. 8:17; 1 Kings 2:35), or perhaps from the word sad- 
dig, meaning “righteous” (2.124). They took an ultra-conservative 
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stance, recognizing only the authority of the Torah (the five books of 
Moses) and refusing to sanction any doctrine not explicitly taught 
therein. Sadducees could not deny the existence of angels which 
appear in the Torah, but they were cool to elaborate beliefs about 
angels and demons that flourished in the period after the Babylonian 
exile. They did not see resurrection in the Torah (though others 
might: Heb. 11:19). Thus they rejected belief in resurrection either in 
the form of angels or of spirits (2.126; Acts 23:8).? 

Knowing that helps us understand why the Sadducees ask Jesus the 
question about the woman married to seven brothers in succession 
(Mark 12:18-27). Whose wife will she be in the “resurrection”? We can 
almost hear them snickering as they pose the problem. Within their 
own circle, they probably regarded it as reducing to absurdity the 
whole case for a bodily resurrection. Jesus answers them with a text 
from “the book of Moses,” the only Scripture they acknowledge, and 
teaches that the dead raised are hke angels, who don’t marry. Later the 
Sadducees attacked the apostles for preaching “that in Jesus there is 
the resurrection of the dead” (Acts 4:1-3; 5:17). They didn’t believe in 
his resurrection because they rejected the general notion of resurrec- 
tion. Paul was able to create dissension between the Sadducees and 
Pharisees on the Sanhedrin by voicing his belief in the hope of the res- 
urrection (Acts 23:6—8). 

The Sadducees had little contact with the ordinary people of Judea 
and no concern with popularity. Josephus says that “even towards each 
other [they] show a rather harsh spirit, and they treat others like them- 
selves as rudely as they do foreigners” (War 2.166). In another passage 
he says they “have the support of the rich only but no following among 
the masses; the Pharisees, on the other hand, enjoy popular support” 
(Ant. 13.298). The Sadducees, then, were an aristocratic, high-pricstly 
group, concerned almost exclusively with running the temple (2.123). 
After it was destroyed in 70, the Sadducees disappeared from history, 
unable to adapt to the changed circumstances in which Judaism found 
itself (2.125). 


Pharisees /Scribes 


Trying to arrive at a precise definition of who the Pharisees were is 
an exercise only for those with a high tolerance for frustration (2.137). 
To begin with, we have very few documents which we know beyond 
doubt were produced by the Pharisccs, so we have litde evidence for 
determining what they thought they were about. We have to base our 
study of them largely on the opinions of their opponents, the 
Sadducees and the Christians (2.131). All we can say for certain is that 
they weren’t priests, and the term rabbi was not yet commonly used. 
They were teachers and interpreters of the Torah, “a scholar class ded- 
icated to the supremacy of the twofold Law, the Written and the 
Unwritten” (2.155:247; 2.160). 
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The very meaning of their name is debatable. Manson (2.124) 
thought it was a corruption of Persian, an allusion to the theological 
doctrines—resurrection, expanded belief in angels and demons— 
which they were accused of picking up from the East. Others argue that 
the Semitic root of the word means “heretic” or “separated one” 
(2.155). The term was allegedly used at first in a derogatory way 
because the Pharisees accepted as Scripture some books outside the 
Torah. Another suggestion is that the name comes from the Hebrew 
word meaning to “specify” or “be exact,” alluding to their concern with 
the fine points of the Law (2.128). In the Talmud the name is used only 
in opposition to the term Sadducee. Otherwise the Pharisees are called 
“sages” or “scribes.” 

The Gospels often speak of “scribes and Pharisees,” as though the 
two were separate groups. This may not have been the case. The con- 
fusion possibly arose out of difficultics in translation caused by changes 
in the meanings of words. 

A class of scribes (soferim; singular sofer) had existed in Judaism 
probably since the time of Ezra, who led the people of Israel back to a 
strict observance of the Law after their return from the Babylonian 
exile (538 B.C.). Scribes were copyists of the Law and regarded them- 
selves as its preservers and protectors, rather than inspired iiter- 
preters. One Talmudic tractate urges the sofer to “be deliberate in giv- 
ing judgment, and train many disciples, and make a fence around the 
Law” (Mishnah Aboth 1.1}. When the LXX was translated, the Greek 
word grammateus (scribe in the literal sense) was used for the Hebrew 
sofer, and the meaning was clear. 

By the late second century B.c., the Hebrew sofer had taken on a 
new meaning, seen in the apocryphal book of Ben Sirach or 
Ecclesiasticus, which says that the scribe “seeks out the wisdom of all 
the ancients. . . . He will show the wisdom of what he has learned, and 
will glory in the law of the Lord’s covenant” (Sirach 38:24—39:11). By 
that time the term safer had come to signify an interpreter of the law, 
“an intellectual, not a scribe; a scholar, not a copyist” (2.157:139). The 
Greeks, however, still translated the word as grammateus, and that word 
had not changed its meaning. The term Pharisee, whatever it may have 
meant, seems to have been applied to these scribes at first in a deroga- 
tory sense, just as Christian seems to have arisen as a term of abuse for 
Jesus’ early followers in Antioch (Acts 11:26). 

Other terms are used in the Gospels to make clear who the 
Pharisees were, to describe their function to those unfamiliar with 
Palestinian Judaism. They are “those skilled in the law” and “teachers 
of the law.” When the word grammateus is used, it is often followed in 
Greek by kai Pharisaioi. The word kai usually means “and,” but it can 
also mean “even” or “namely.” Apparently the first generation of 
Christians were awarc of the need to clarify that these scribes were dif- 
ferent from what was normally meant by the Greek word grammateus. 
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They were “the scribes, namely the Pharisees.” This distinction, howev- 
er, was lost on later commentators and translators until a wholly artifi- 
cial and meaningless separation was created. In fact, a separale group 
was created which never existed as a discrete entity in Palestinian 
Judaism. 

According to Josephus, who may have been onc (2.148), the 
Pharisees were “considered the most authoritative in their explanations 


_—— Cs = —— cs = 


The Wailing Wail, part of the temple wail in Jerusalem, remains a popular place of 
prayer for modern Jews. (Photo by Ben Chapman) 


of the Law and esteemed as the leading sect” ( War 2.162). Jesus said that 
they “sit on Moses’ seat,” and he urged people to follow their teaching, 
if not their practice (Matt. 23:2-3). Several recent studies (e. g., 2.133) 
have focused on Jesus’ relationship to the Pharisees, with results that 
might surprise many modern Christians, who know the group only as 
an object of contempt (2.134; 2.139). That attitude is certainly not new. 
Even before the birth of Christ, Nicolaus of Damascus condemned 
them as hypocritical, greedy, and devious. But he was Herod the Great’s 
court historian, and the Pharisees opposed Herod bitterly, so his 
account is no model of objective reporting. 

The Pharisees could be called the “liberals” of their day. In contrast to 
the Sadducees, they were “congenial to one another and desirous of con- 
cord with the people” (Josephus, War 2.166; cf. 2.153). They accepted the 
books of the prophets as authoritative Scripture along with the Torah, 
though most were not yet prepared to canonize the Writngs, the group 
of miscellaneous books including Esther, Psalms, Proverbs, Danicl, and 
several others. The Pharisees placed great stress on a continuing oral 
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interpretation of the Scripture as conditions changed or new insights 
were achieved. Jesus referred to this body of oral law, which eventually 
became the Mishnah and was incorporated into the Talmud, when he 
criticized the Pharisees for teaching “human precepts” in place of the 
commandments of God (Mark 7:6-8). 

Along with new interpretations of the Law, the Pharisees welcomed 
new rituals not ordained by the Torah and thus not observed by the 
Sadducees. They celebrated Hanukkah, established in 164 B.c. by the 
Maccabees to commemorate the cleansing of the temple from its 
defilement by King Antiochus IV Epiphanes (2.154); and Purim, the 
joyous re-enactment of the Jews’ rescue by Esther. The practice of bap- 
tizing proselytes is pharisaic, as is much Jewish doctrine about angels, 
demons, the Messiah (2.231), and bodily resurrection. One scholar has 
described modern Judaism as “the monument of the Pharisees” 
(2.149:1). 

The particular groups known to us as Sadducees and Pharisees both 
developed out of the Maccabean period (160s B.c.). The Pharisees seem 
to have come from a group called the “Hasidim,” or the “Pure Ones.” 
(This term is also used of several later Jewish mystic groups, especially 
one founded in the cightecnth century.) These devout Jews refused to 
break the Law by fighting on the Sabbath (1 Macc. 1:29-42). As a result, 
not many of them survived the war. Those remaining seem to have lib- 
eralized their views a bit, though not their devotion to preserving the 
Law (2.141; 2.150). The Pharisees, as they came to be called, professed 
“to be more religious than other sects, propounding the laws more accu- 
rately,” as Josephus says (Vita 191). There may be an implicit criticism in 
his statement that accords with the New Testament view of the group. 

In Jesus’ day the Pharisees themselves were divided into two strongly 
opposing groups which had arisen in the generation immediately before 
Jesus’ lifetime. One, headed by Hillel, took a fairly lenient view of the 
Law and a conciliatory stance in most controversies, whether with 
Gentiles or other Jews. Scholars have long recognized (2.81:361ff.) that 
Jesus’ teaching closely resembles that of Hillel, who formulated the 
so-called negative golden rule: “Do not do unto others what you would 
not have them do unto you.”* Gamaliel, who advised the Sanhedrin to 
“consider carefully what you propose to do to these men” (Acts 5:33ff.), 
was a follower of Hillel, whose opinions were in the minority at that time. 
Paul was a student of Gamaliel (Acts 22:3) and thus indirectly influenced 
by Hillel (2.140). 

The other pharisaic school was led by Shammai, whose intolerance 
of contact with Gentiles led him to advocate a stricter intcrprctation of 
the Mosaic Law and opposition to the Roman government. Combining 
with the more radical anti-Roman factions who did not hesitate to use 
violence, his party won control of the Sanhedrin during Jesus’ lifetime. 
Not until after the destruction of the temple in 70 did the modcratc 
views of Hillel become dominant (2.138; 2.162). 
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After 70, the terms “Pharisee” and “scribe” drop out of common 
usage, to be replaced by “rabbi,” and we find less emphasis on parties 
or factions in Judaism (2.133). Once the center of their worship had 
been removed, all Jews became concerned with the problem of ensur- 
ing the survival of their faith. It is possible to see the whole pharisaic 
movement as an attempt to free Judaism from the dominecring priest- 
hood and the restrictive temple cultus, themes not entirely alien to 
Jesus’ own ministry (2.158; 2.161). To the extent that was true, the 
destruction of the temple was less a disaster than an opportunity to pro- 
mote an alternative mode of Judaism. 

The spiritual leaders who survived the fall of Jerusalem gathered at 
the little town of Yavneh (or Jamnia) in western Judea and set themselves 
to studying the Torah (2.143). The exact role of this “council” in the 
development of post-destruction Judaism is stil not clear (2.127). The 
synagogue, a familiar feature of Jewish life since the Babylonian exile, 
now became its very foundation (2.142). By the end of the century, the 
rabbis had resolved the problem of which books were sacred, a discus- 
sion in process for at least a century or two (2.130; 2.145-146). After 70, 
the Jews were not troubled by splits like those between the Sadducees 
and Pharisees. But Yavneh should be seen as the formation of a coali- 
tion, not a pharisaic triumph. The rabbis, looking back on the disas- 
trous consequences of strife between parties, “saw themselves as mem- 
bers of the same philosophical school who could debate in friendly 
fashion the tenets of the school” (2.132:51). 


The Herodians 


The groups discussed so far were essentially religious, although the 
Sadducees did have considerable political influence. But other Jewish 
factions mentioned in the New Testament had predominantly political 
overtones. The Herodians (Matt. 22:16; Mark 3:6; 8:15; 12:13) apparent- 
ly were a party favoring the restoration of one of Herod’s descendants to 
the throne (2.164-165). Herod’s son Antipas was tetrarch of Galilee dur- 
ing Jesus’ lifetime, while another son, Philip, ruled Ituraea and 
Trachonitis (east of Galilee). In the Gospels the Herodians are always 
mentioned in connection with the Pharisees, but it seems to have been 
the Pharisees who initiated the contact (Mark 3:6), perhaps in an cffort 
to gain political allies in their campaign against Jesus. Herod Antipas, 
however, was deeply concerned about Jesus because of his connection 
with John the Baptist, whom Antipas had beheaded (Mark 6:16), so he 
may have been willing to cooperate with the Pharisees in their opposi- 
tion to Jesus. 

Luke’s Gospel never mentions the Herodians, even in passages 
which parallel Mark’s account (Luke 6:1-11; cf. Mark 3:1-6). Luke is the 
only evangelist to relate that Pilate sent Jesus to Herod Antipas during 
the deliberations over his fate. Since Jesus was a Galilean, Pilate hoped 
to evade a decision on a technicality. Antipas questioned Jesus, then 
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allowed his soldiers to mock and abuse him before sending him back 
to Pilate (Luke 23:6-12). Luke reports that this led to a reconciliation 
between Antipas and Pilate. The point of the story is obscure, as is 
Luke’s motive for omitting any reference to the Herodians’ apposition 
to Jesus. One possibility is that, by absolving Herod and his party 
(Rame’s allics) from blame, he fixes the heavier fault for Jesus’ execu- 
tion on the Jewish populace and the Pharisees. 

The Herodians must have been pleased when Herod’s grandson 
Agrippa I was made king of Judea in 41 by his friend, the new emper- 
or Claudius (3.83). But Agrippa died in 44 (Acts 12:20-23), and the 
province reverted to being governed by a Roman prefect. Agrippa I 
eventually ruled over various northern territories, including Galilee, 
but Judca remained under direct Roman control. We hear no more of 
the Herodian party. A couple of the church fathers thought the 
Herodians believed that Herod was the Messiah, but this mistaken 
assumption was an attempt to fill a void when they lacked solid infor- 
mation (cf. also the section on The Herodian Family in chapter 3). 


Zealots 


One of Jesus’ lesser-known disciples, Simon, is referred to in Luke 
6:15 and Acts 1:13 as “the Zealot.” This also happens to be the name of 
the radical party which led the defense of Jerusalem, fighting the 
Romans almost as vehemently as they fought among themselves. Before 
we assume that one of Jesus’ followers was a revolutionary, note three 
things: first, in Mark 3:18 and Matthew 10:4, Simon is called “the 
Cananaean;” second, there is no evidence in any other source, includ- 
ing Josephus, that the Zealots, as a political party, existed before the 
outbreak of the revolt against Rome in 66 (2.176); third, Luke, with his 
purpose to make a strong case for Christianity (see chapter 3), would 
hardly have described one of Jesus’ disciples as a member of the group 
which had led the fanatical resistance to the Roman canquest of 
Jerusalem. As with the Pharisees, confusion ts rife when we try to deter- 
mine who the Zealots were, when thcy arose, and what they stood for 
(2.170). 

Some scholars tracc the origins of the faction to the revolt of Judas 
of Gamala, founder of what Josephus calls the “fourth philosophy’— 
“philosophy” being a term he uses for the sects such as the Pharisees, 
Sadducees, and Essenes. Judas led a revolt in 6 A.D. in opposition to the 
census of Quirinius. His followers “agree completely with the views of 
the Pharisees, except that their desire for freedom is almost uncon- 
querable, since they believe God to be their only leader and master” 
(Ant. 18.23-24). Josephus, however, does not call this group Zealots. 
They were zealous for the Law,* as were many Jews in the first century, 
but they scem to have been a splintcr group among the Pharisees, 
rather than a separate group with their own name (2.174). The 
Aramaic word ganna ‘im, the origin of Cananaean, corresponds to the 
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Greek zelotes. Simon’s name, in either language, simply means “Simon, 
the zealous one” (2.166). Why that title was thought more appropriate 
for this Simon than for Simon Peter, we cannot say. 

As tensions with Rome heightened, various groups of zealous Jews 
resorted to violence. The Sicarii, or Assassins, are first mentioned in 54 
A.D., mingling in crowds with daggers concealed under their cloaks, 
striking down someone thought to be collaborating with the Romans, 
then melting back into the throng (2.172; 2.178). For Josephus, they 
are nothing but bandits (2.168; 2.171). It was once thought that Judas’ 
nickname, Iscariot, might be a corrupted form of that group’s name, 
but the chronology is wrong and the word Iscariot seems to have anoth- 
er derivation, from an Aramaic word meaning “false” (2.177). 

Finally, as the war broke out in 66, a party or faction labeling itself 
“the Zealous Ones” or “the Zealots” took the lead, perhaps inspired by 
the example of the Maccabean resistance to the Seleucids (2.169). 
Fortified with apocalyptic notions of the imminent arrival of a Davidic 
messiah, they were eager to fight the Romans (2.167:59). They seized 
control of Jerusalem early in the war, defending it with a fanaticism 
which made any solution except destruction of the city impossible. 
Josephus blames them for the bitter factional strife which split the pop- 
ulation even while they were besieged by the Romans. The Pharisees 
actually left Jerusalem once the Zealots took control. In a sense, then, 
the defense of the city hardly represented mainstream Judaism. It was 
the work of one of its most radical wings (2.173; 2.179). (For more on 
Rome’s relationships with Judea, see chapter 3.) 


Essenes 


A group not mentioned by name in the New Testament, but which 
influenced Jewish thought heavily at that time, was the Essenes. These 
devout individuals lived either in sequestered groups in towns (2.206) 
or in communities in the desert, such as the one discovered in the late 
1940s at Qumran (2.181). If the Dead Sea Scrolls are an accurate indi- 
cation, their theology was heavily apocalyptic and their lifestyle was 
self-disciplined and ascetic. John the Baptist had strong overtones of 
Essene thought in his preaching and appearance (2.180; 2.183). Some 
also think that Jesus’ forty days in the wilderness (Mark 1:12-13) might 
have been spent at an Essene community or that he had been in previ- 
ous contact with such a group and was accustomed to spending tune 
alone in the desert. But if Josephus’ description of the Essenes is accu- 
rate (War 2.119-161), it seems unlikely that Jesus could have had any- 
thing to do with the group (2.179; 2.194). Some points of contact 
between Paul and the Essenes have also been noted (2.203). 

There are, however, problems with virtually everything that was said 
in the preceding paragraph. The “classic” identification of the Qumran 
community with the Essenes and the Dead Sea Scrolls as their product 
is summarized in 2.184 and at greater length in 2.197. Challenges to 
that picture are easy to find (2.185). It is quite possible that the scrolls 
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Many ancient documents, such as this commentary on Habakkuk were included 
among the Dead Sea Scroils. (Photo by Howard Vos) 


have nothing to do with the Qumran community. The room identified 
as a Scriptorium at Qumran may not be that (2.195). Some scholars 
argue that the Dead Sea Scrolls were hidden in A.D. 70 by Jews fleeing 
from Jerusalem (2.196), Others go so far as to maintain that the scrolls 
were produced in the fifth or sixth century A.D. (2.191). 

One difficulty in determining what the authors of the scrolls 
believed is the diversity and even contradictions in thought among the 
scrolls (2.204). Some of the documents seem to teach a bodily resur- 
rection, while others assert the immortality of the soul. If they are the 
product of a small, unified community, one would expect them to be 
less ambiguous on such an important matter. J. A. Sanders expresses 
the longing of most scholars who investigate these materials: “One 
could easily wish the scrolls were clearer on this as on many other 
points” (2.209:129). 

This diversity of thought suggests that the scrolls may be a ran- 
dom collection, the sort of thing someone leaving a place in a hurry 
might gather up, rather than the organized library of a community. 
The apocalyptic imagery—war between the sons of light and the sons 
of darkness—sounds more appropriate to the Zealots than to an 
ascetic community of hermits, as the Esscnes are described by 
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Josephus, by Philo (That Every Good Man Is Free), and by Pliny the 
Elder (Nat. Hist. 5.15.73). These sources have been analyzed by M. 
Smith (2.214) and S. Zeitlin (2.225). Information about other Jewish 
ascetic groups of this time can be found in 2.188. 

Ifwe concede that the scrolls belong to the Qumran community, we 
sull must ask if the community was a group of Essenes (2.189; 2.205; 
2.208; 2.222). Nowhere in the literary or archaeological remains of 
Qumran has the name “Essene” been found. We are by no means cer- 
tain what the word means (2.199; 2.201) nor when or where the 
Essenes originated. Do they go all the way back to the Babylonian exile 
(2.188), the Maccabean period (2.217), or the early Christian era 
(2.216)? 

Further complicating the study of these scrolls is the tight security 
under which they have been held since their discovery. This situation 
has caused much controversy and even bitterness among scholars 
denied access to them (2.186; 2.198; 2.212-213). Half a century after 
their discovery, many of the scrolls remain unpublished and untrans- 
lated (2.218). Those which have been translated are available in a 
one-volume edition (2.223). 

In the face of so much uncertainty, we must leave many questions 
about the scrolls and their significance unanswered (2.210). Further 
discussion of them would take us beyond the bounds set for this study 
and would not be likely to add measurably to our understanding of the 
world of the New Testament. For all the excitement they engendered 
at the time of their discovery, the scrolls have added only tangentially 
to our understanding of the New Testament, in the view of some schol- 
ars (2.207; 2.211; 2.220-221). In the view of one scholar, the scrolls and 
the New Testament are “two bodies of material ... moving in different 
orbits,” orbits which “simply do not intersect” (2.200:254). 


Apocaly pticism 

The Dead Sea Scrolls do give us a new perspective from which to 
study the apocalyptic literature that circulated widely in Palestine dur- 
ing the first century A.D. (2.233; 2.239). The intense interest in the 
“end times” is shown in Jewish prophecies written after the return from 
Babylon (2.238) and was fomented by the Maccabean revolt. Many of 
the more devout Jews were not satisfied with the corrupt Hasmonean 
priestly government of the post-Maccabean period and began to antic- 
ipate the coming of a deliverer who would restore Judaism to a purity 
it had never actually achieved. This would entail a three-step process: 
first, purging from Israel the wicked, non-observant Jews called the ‘am 
ha-‘aretz, the “people of the land” (2.236); second, return of devout 
Jews from the Diaspora; third, liberation of the land of Israel from for- 
eign domination (2.228:193-202). 

Details of this process vary from one document to another. Some 
think of the Messiah as ruling only Israel, others as a world ruler. 
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Some see him as angelic or of a divine nature, others as a divinely 
anointed human. Some even expect two messiahs, a presiding priestly 
one and a lay royal one. No one knew precisely when the deliverance 
would occur, but expectations ran high in the first century A.D. The cal- 
endars used to keep track of major festivals of the Jewish year were also 
pointing to great things in the heavens, an astrological turning point in 
history (2.232), not unlike the intense interest in the turning of the mil- 
lennium in our own day. Dealing with disappointed millennial hopes 
was one of Paul’s primary tasks in 1 Thessalonians (1.26). Appearances 
of two comets, Halley’s and one other, during this time served to height- 
en expectations of some epoch-making event (2.230). 

Changes in Palestine’s political fortunes often raised apocalyptic 
expectations, though some would argue that apocalyptic literature 
need not come from periods of crisis (2.229). Upon Herod’s death in 
4 B.c. and when Archelaus was removed from power in A.D. 6, “mes- 
sianic” revolts broke out. Some of the leaders were anointed kings and 
controlled limited portions of Palestine for short periods of time 
(2.231). The movement was relatively dormant during Jesus’ lifetime, 
but broke out again in the A.D. 60s and erupted one last time with Bar 
Kochba’s revolt in the mid-130s. 

We can only speculate on how much Jesus was influenced by apoc- 
alyptic thought (2.226). Since the movement was not as vital in his life- 
time as at certain other times during the century, we might suggest that 
its impact on him was minimal. Yet Jesus does say that “the kingdom of 
God has come near” in his preaching and “has come to you” through 
the mighty deliverance he brings (Mark 1:15; Luke 11:20). This fulfill- 
ment curtails extravagant apocalyptic expectations. When the evange- 
lists began to compose their Gospels later in the century, apocalyptic 
fervor had broken out again. As they wrote about Jesus, they may have 
seen him in a somewhat different light and emphasized aspects of his 
teaching which were not major themes in his own view. 


Jesus and Judaism 


The Gospels show that Jesus behaved like a rabbi, expounding 
Scripture and applying it to daily life (2.243). As biblical critic Julius 
Wellhausen observed a century ago, “Jesus was not a Christian; he was 
a Jew. He did not preach a new faith, but taught men to do the will of 
God; and in his opinion, shared by the Jews of his day, the will of God 
was to be found in the Law of Moses and in the other books of 
Scripture” (cited in 2.81:363; cf. 2.240). In his own words, he “was sent 
only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Matt. 15:24). 

Jesus disavowed any intention of doing away with the Law (Matt. 
5:17). Nor did he advocate overthrowing the authorities of his day 
(Matt. 23:2-3). What he objected to was the narrow-minded legalism of 
their teaching and their failure to live up to the higher ethical stan- 
dards of the Law (Matt. 23:23). One must be careful, some scholars 
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argue, not to read too much anti-Jewishness into Matthew's Gospel 
(2.244). It may be a critique of hierarchy more than of the religion of 
Judaism. 

Numerous articles and books have been written on the Jewishness of 
Jesus, so it is a topic too complex to discuss at length here. G. Vermes 
(2.249) provides one of the most dispassionate surveys of the subject. A 
convenient summary of the whole problem can be found in Mark 12 
(with parallels in Matthew 21 and Luke 20). 

These incidents are so neatly arranged that we may wonder if they 
actually happened one right after the other. It in no way affects their 
historical veracity if they did occur separately. None of the Gospels 
claims to be a precise chronological account of Jesus’ life. They relate 
incidents, known as fericopes, in whatever order the writer feels is 
most effective in presenting a picture of Jesus. A Christian writer 
named Papias, of the early second century (cited by Eusebius, Eccl, 
Hist. 3.39.15), even says that Mark wrote down the teachings of Peter, 
“not in any particular order but as he remembered them.” Whoever 
wrote the story first (probably Mark) seems to have recognized that 
these pericopes illustrated Jesus’ attitude toward Judaism as a whole 
and toward the various factions within it, so he put them together at 
this point in the narrative. 

The scene is the last week of his life. Jesus first tells the parable 
of the vineyard, suggesting that God had intended to work through 
the Jews but now must look for others to accomplish his purpose. 
The Pharisees and Herodians approach him with a trick question 
about paying taxes to Rome. Then the Sadducees try to trap him 
with a question about the resurrection. Next comes a scribe (sage, 
wise man) who asks his insightful question about the greatest com- 
mandment. Jesus approves of him individually, and he is not called a 
Pharisce, a term which almost always expresses disapproval in the 
Gospels and in the Talmud. The next two pericopes, however, con- 
demn the soferim (scribes) as a group because they “like to walk 
around in long robes, and to be greeted with respect in the market- 
places, and to have the best seats in the synagogues.” 

One has no difficulty percciving Jesus’ disgust with those who 
play games with the Law, rather than trying to probe its ultimate 
meaning. In his view, Judaism itself is not at fault. He wants to reform 
what he sees as the distorted version of it prevalent in his day. He 
preaches a new covenant, a Judaism which is to be written on the 
heart (Jer. 31:31-33). But, perhaps influenced by the Hellenized 
environment in which he grew up, he goes beyond the boundaries of 
Judaism (2.248). His approach, especially as depicted in Mark’s 
Gospel, is that of a rabbi who differs in his teaching technique from 
other rabbis but who has no doubt that devotion to Torah—proper- 
ly interpreted—is the way to eternal communion with God (Luke 
10:25-28). The Pharisees did not have him arrested because they 
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allowed room for diverse opinions among their schools. The chief 
priests, Sadducees, arrested him because of their fears that his pop- 
ularity with the people and the messianic overtones of his teaching 
would bring Roman force down on their heads. 


Judaism and the Early Church 


While Jesus was comfortable within the limits of Judaism, his fol- 
lowers found it hard to reconcile their new understanding of things 
with the traditional forms. Jesus’ warning about new wine and old wine- 
skins proved all too true (Mark 2:22). They tried to remain faithful 
Jews. The early chapters of Acts show the disciples attending services in 
the temple (2.276; 2.291), and scholars speak of “Jewish Christianity” in 
this early period, though they differ widely in what exactly is meant by 
that term (e. g., 2.270; 2.273; 2.277). But tensions inevitably crept in as 
Hellenistic converts jomed the group and the Jewish authorities rejected 
its message. The Christian denial of the need for circumcision may have 
been the crucial factor (2.272), or it may have been Christian claims 
about the incarnation (288). 

By the time the first three Gospels and Acts were written (probably 
between A.D. 65 and 85), the Jews and the Christians saw themselves as 
distinct groups, even if the Romans did not (2.281; 2.289). The 
Christians were concerned to make it clear that their faith was not a 
danger to the state, for that was the only basis on which the Romans 
would persecute them (2.257). The Gospels and Acts thus portray the 
Romans as recognizing the innocence of the Christians, as with Pilate 
and the centurion at the cross; or even accepting the new faith, as done 
by the centurion Cornelius and the proconsul Sergius Paulus (2.253). 
In the Gospels it is the Jews who plot against Jesus, seize him in the gar- 
den of Gethsemane, and demand his death (2.261). In Acts it is the 
Jews, in particular the Sadducean chief priests, who seize Peter and 
John, beat them, and admonish them to keep silent. It is the Jews who 
drag Paul before Gallio and follow him from town to town, contradict- 
ing the things he preaches (2.265). And in the early chapters of the 
book of Revelation, it is the Jews, the “synagogue of Satan,” and not the 
Romans who are bringing persecution on the church (2.278). 

When the Romans besieged Jerusalem in A.D. 69, the Christians 
left. But so did the majority of the priests and rabbis. The city was 
defended by political fanatics such as the Zealots, not by religious lead- 
ers. Later Christians saw the disastrous siege of Jerusalem as clear evi- 
dence that God was rejecting the Jews (see box). 

As noted earlier, the rabbis gathered in the village of Yavneh and 
concentrated on pulling together the essential elements which would 
enable Judaism to survive without the temple. They defined their 
canon of Scripture and eventually added to the benedictions regularly 
pronounced in the synagogue services a malediction or cursing of “the 
heretics,” the Christians (2.264). According to Justin Martyr, Eusebius, 
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and Jerome, the rabbis at Yavneh also sent a letter to the Diaspora syn- 
agogues denouncing Christian teaching and warning devout Jews to 
separate themselves from the Christians. The criticisms passed between 
the two groups can, however, be seen as no more severe than the barbs 


which ancient philosophical schools 
hurled at one another (2.266). 

By the early second century, the 
breach between Jews and Christians 
was complete, in the eyes of those out- 
side the faith as well as within it 
(2.267). Tacitus makes no connection 
between the two, neither in Annals 
15.44, where he describes Nero’s pun- 
ishment of the Christians after the 
great fire in Rome, nor in History 5, 
when he gives a comically inaccurate 
version of the origins of Judaism. His 
friend Pliny never raised the issue of a 
connection with Judaism when he was 
investigating the spread of Christianity 
in Bithynia (see chapter 4). 

The Christian writers of that era, 
known as Apologists, argued that 
Christianity was the true Judaism, and 
that pre-Mosaic figures like Noah and 
Abraham had not been justified by the 
Law but by their faith (2.282). The 
Gospel of John depicts Jesus as reject- 
ed by “the Jews” and rejecting them in 
turn. Yet Jesus and the twelve and their 
challengers are themselves all Jewish, 
so the conflict during Jesus’ ministry is 
among Jews, intra-Jewish. The Gospel 
of John reflects conditions prevalent 
in the 90s and serves as a testimony to 
the finality of the split between church 
and synagogue (2.263; 2.268; 2.271; 
2.287), though at least one scholar 
sees John as addressed to Jews (2.252). 
Recent studies show that “the Jews” in 
the Gospel of John means “a group of 
Jewish leaders who exercise great 
authority among their compatriots 
and are especially hostile to Jesus and 
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A Christian View of 
the Fall of Jerusalem 


The people of the church in Jerusalem 
were watned by an oracle, revealed before 
the war to those who were worthy, to leave 
the city and to seitle in Pella, a city of 
Perea. Those who believed in Christ 
moved there, so that when holy men had 
completely deserted the royal capital of the 
Jews and the entire land of Judea, God's 
judgment might overtake them as retribu- 
tion for their crimes against the Christ and 
his apostles and all that evil generation 
would be completely eradicated from the 
earth. Those who want more details can 
read in Josephus’ history what great evils 
then engulfed the entire nation and how 
the inhabitants of Judea were driven to the 
ultimate degree of suffering, with thou- 
sands of young men, women, and children 
dying by the sword, by starvation, and by 
other horrible forms of death . . . . It was fit- 
ting that, on the very day [the Passover] 
when they had contrived the death of the 
Savior and benefactor of the world, they 
should be confined as if in a prison and 
receive the punishment handed down to 
them by the judgment of God. 


Eusebius, Eccl. Hist. 3.5 


his disciples,” certain religious authorities (Sadducean priests control- 
ling the temple) rather than the Jewish people in general (2.284). Yet 
many readers have mistaken “the Jews” to mean “Jews in general,” and 
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the intervening centuries have, unfortunately, not erased the bitterness 
or healed the split which the controversies of the first century engen- 
dered between Jews and Christians (2.254; 2.275; 2.279). 


nN 


Notes 


. An analogy might give us another way to think about this situation, 


though no analogy is ever perfect. I have lived for a number of years 
in a community founded in the 1840s by Dutch immigrants. 
Though the Dutch kept to their traditions and language as much as 
possible, they were surrounded by other cthnic groups and (being 
on a lake) annual swarms of visitors in the summer. The last church 
services in Dutch were conducted in the mid-1950s. People from 
here who visit the Netherlands are usually shocked to see how dif 
ferent the European Dutch are from themselves. But this 1s 
inevitable. Whenever a group of people is separated from their 
roots, they will cling to their heritage as much as possible, but they 
will develop in their own ways, while the original group back in the 
homeland will continue to develop along a different path. 


. Vivano and Taylor (2.126) give the sense of Acts 23:8 as follows: 


“The Sadducees say that there is no resurrection, either (in the 
form of) an angel or (in the form of) a spirit; but the Pharisees 
acknowledge both.” This retains the usual meaning of amphotera, 
“both,” rather than the NRSV wording, “all three.” 


. Babylonian Talmud Shabbath 31a; cf. Tobit 4:15; Matthew 7:12. 
. Cf. Numbers 25:6-15; 1 Maccabees 2:23-27. 


. Mark 12 also records the condemnation of the rich who make a 


show of giving to the temple and praise for the poor widow who 
gives all that she has. This inclusion in the chapter is a medieval edi- 
torial decision and not part of the author’s original design. Chapter 
and verse divisions were first put into the text in the Middle Ages. 
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Introduction 


Tue NEW TESTAMENT is anchored firmly in the political process- 
es of the first century A.D. Jesus sanctioned obedience to the govern- 
ment, in certain spheres at least (Mark 12:17; cf. 3.4; 3.6), and con- 
fronted Agrippa and Pilate during his trial. Paul, a Roman citizen, 
argued that the Roman government existed with the approval of God 
(Rom, 13:1-4; cf. 3.1-2) and that Christians should be submissive to it 
(Titus 3:1). In the course of his brushes with the government, he stood 
before governors such as Gallio, Felix, and F estus, or client kings such 
as Herod Agrippa II. He was awaiting a hearing before a court in Rome 
when last we hear of him. Other New Testament authors ran afoul of 
the Roman government as well. Peter speaks of being imprisoned in 
“Babylon” (a Christian code name for Rome: Rey. 17-18), and the 
author of the Revelation had been exiled by the government to a small 
Mediterranean island when he saw his vision. Luke’s primary purpose 
in writing was to convince one Theophilus, apparently a Roman offi- 
cial, that the new faith was no threat to the established order (3.174). 
{t would seem, then, that to understand the New Testament world, we 
must know, at least in outline, how its govcrnment worked and some- 
thing about the people who ran it. 


Imperium Romanum 


We could speak of a Roman Empire as early as 240 B.c., when Rome 
defeated Carthage in the First Punic War and acquired Sicily, its first 
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overseas territory. Historians, however, usually reserve the term for the 
period after Augustus was given certain powers in 27 B.C. Before then, 
Rome was still officially a republic, though one which was outgrowing 
the form of government that had allowed it to develop such strength. 
The city was still ruled by two consuls and various lesscr magistrates, but 
by the late third century B.C., it was well on its way to domination of the 
Mediterranean basin. After defeating Carthage again in 202 B.c., it 
turned its attention to the Greek kingdoms at the eastern end of the 
Mediterranean. 

These kingdoms, ruled by Antigonus in Greece and Macedon, 
Seleucus in Syria, and Ptolemy in Egypt—along with a few smaller ter- 
ritories like Pergamum in western Turkey—had been carved out of 
Alexander the Great’s conquests by several of his most ambitious gen- 
erals. They combined elements of oriental despotism with Greek cul- 
ture to produce what is called the Hellenistic culture of the last few 
centuries B.C. Peoples of various ethnic backgrounds adopted the 
Greek language and lived in cities modeled after the classical city-states 
(3.13). But, intellectually and politically, they were as far removed from 
classical Greece as we are from the America of the Revolutionary War 
era. 

The foundation of Rome and other obscure points of the past were 
of no real relevance to the people of the New Testament era, nor did 
they have the resources to study them as extensively as we do today. 
Even the early Empire’s greatest historian, Livy, had to admit in the 
preface to his work that the stories of Rome’s foundation were more 
akin to “poetic fables” than to genuine historical narrative. Since these 
things had so little impact on the intellectual development of the New 
Testament world, we won’t use space discussing them, as some surveys 
of this sort do. 

Nor is it necessary for an understanding of the New Testament 
world to delve deeply into the dynastic struggles of the Hellenistic 
monarchies. Palestine was affected because it sat on the border 
between Syria and Egypt. For most of the third century B.c., the 
Ptolemies (the kings of the south in the book of Daniel) were strong 
enough to control Palestine. About 200 B.c. the Seleucids (Daniel’s 
kings of the north) grew strong enough to push them back. But this 
struggle, which eventually led to the Maccabean revolt of 167-164 B.c., 
is of more interest to students of the inter-testamental period. Its most 
lasting effect on Palestine can be found in the rise of several Jewish 
sects, notably the Essenes and Pharisees, during the second century 
B.C., as noted in chapter 2 (3.8). By New Testament times the Ptolemies 
and Seleucids were ancient history. Rome had conquered all of the 
Hellenistic kingdoms and adopted their Greek culture (3.10). That cul- 
ture then transformed Rome, as will be noted in later chapters of this 
book, but the political history of this era need not be a primary con- 
cern for the reader of the New Testament. Its primary effect may have 
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been that the Romans’ experience with Eastern monarchs stiffened 
their resolve not to have a king themselves (3.19). Eventually, however, 
Octavian’s successors acquired more and more of the traits of Oriental 
despots. 


Hail, Caesar! 


The first Roman emperor, Augustus, 
was the survivor of a long, bloody, and 
exhausting series of civil wars that began 
in 133 B.c. In succession, Marius and 
Sulla (80s B.c.), Caesar and Pompey (50s 
B.C.), and Octavian and Antony (30s 
B.C.) battled for control of a republic 
grown into an empire without effective 
central rule, a republic which had simply 
failed. The Romans had rejected every 
suggestion of monarchy since the over- 
throw of their last king, Tarquin the 
Proud, ca. 500 B.c. A form of govern- 
ment suitable for the small, newly inde- 
pendent city-state was not capable of 
running a great metropolis with 
provinces stretched from France to 
Egypt and completely encircling the 
Mediterranean Sea (3.30). Julius Caesar 
perceived that Rome needed a king 
(3.18), but certain elements in the 
Senate were so averse to the idea that 
they assassinated him in 44 B.c., when his 
designs became too obvious (3.17; 3.20). 

In his will, Caesar adopted his grandnephew, Gaius Octavius, and 
named him heir. In Roman fashion the eighteen-year-old youth took 
on his adoptive father’s name, with a form of his original name added 
on, becoming G. Julius Caesar Octavianus. Historians call him 
Octavian when referring to his activities before 27 B.c. He first gov- 
erned jointly with Marc Antony and another general, Lepidus, under 
an arrangement called the second triumvirate (3.37). Octavian con- 
trolled the Latin-speaking western half of the empire, Antony the 
Greek-speaking eastern part; Lepidus, with no troops, was named pon- 
tifex maximus (“high priest”) and given control of what is roughly mod- 
ern Tunisia. But Antony, urged on by his mistress, the notorious 
Egyptian queen Cleopatra VIJ, who had also been Caesar’s lover, 
formed plans for creating his own eastern Mediterranean empire 
(3.23; 3.25; 3.32). Octavian could not take action against a fellow 
Roman official without starting another civil war. Egypt, however, was a 
“client kingdom,” still technically independent of Rome, so he 
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declared war on Cleopatra and defeated her and Antony in the fall of 
31 B.C. at the battle of Actium (3.24, 3.26-28; 3.31). Antony and 
Cleopatra committed suicide a few months later to escape Octavian’s 
vengeance. 

This conflict between Octavian and Antony had repercussions for 
the New Testament. One step in Antony’s plan for an eastern empire 
was to secure the throne of Judea for Herod, thus planting a friend in 
a strategic place. Roman troops under 
Antony's command helped capture 
Jerusalem in 37 B.c. and imposcd this out- 
sider on the Jews (3.21). His position was 
that of a “client king,” dependent on 
Rome’s favor to retain his throne. When 
Antony was defeated, Herod did some 
fancy footwork to shift his allegiance to 
Octavian. Josephus (War 1.388) records a 
speech in which Herod lays most of the 
blame for the situation on Cleopatra and 
promises that he will be as loyal to 
Octavian as he was to Antony. 


Pax Romana: Augustus 


After Antony's defeat had removed his 
last opponent, Octavian tried for several 
years to rule under the antiquated republi- 
can system. Finally he imposed his own set- 
tlement on the Roman Senate, which was 
so worn out by civil war that it would agree 
to anything but a king (Tacitus, Ann. 1.1). 


Caesar Augustus, portrayed asimperator In 27 n.c. the Senate gave Octavian the 


(general) honorific ttle Augustus along with the 
powers of proconsul (control of the army). In 23 B.c. he was granted the 
powers of a tribune, especially the power to veto the action of any other 
magistrate. Other minor adjustments in this arrangement were made at 
this time (3.43). These powers gave him absolute control of the state 
while preserving the fiction of a republican form of government 
(3.34). He was supposedly just the “chief man” of the Senate, though 
that body declined in importance throughout the following century 
(3.4445). 

Though we speak of him from that point as emperor, Augustus was 
never called king or emperor (3.46). The only titles he took were prin- 
ceps (“chief man” or “leading citizen”), imperator (general of the army), 
and pontifex maximus (a title assumed in the fourth century by the 
bishop of Rome). Those titles had existed since the carly days of Rome. 
What was vital for Augustus was to show that he did not create any new 
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political position for himself. He was simply acting as a republican mag- 
istrate. The most visible change was that the Senate, instead of the peo- 
ple, elected the consuls and other magistrates, but at least there were 
elections. Augustus had absolute veto power over the actions of any 
official, but he tried to let the government run on its own as much as 
possible. The gradual evolution of the principate is a testimony to 
Augustus’ political genius, aided by the fact that he survived several ill- 
nesses and lived far longer than anyone—especially his second wife, 
Livia—could have anticipated (3.36). 

The potentially fatal flaw in Augustus’ position was that, since he was 
not a king, he could not name a successor. He knew that, to prevent 
another round of civil war, someone had to be ready to step in immedi- 
ately upon his death, but his only child was a daughter, Julia, by his first 
wife.' His second wife had two sons by a previous marriage, but Augustus 
at first refused to consider them as successors. He tried to procure a 
male descendant by marrying his daughter off to a succession of hus- 
bands: first his nephew Marcellus, then his commander-in-chief 
Agrippa (3.33; 3.42; 3.48), and—finally yielding to Livia’s supplica- 
tions—to his stepson Tiberius. 

But the man who had shaped the destiny of the Roman world— 
indeed, of western Europe—could not achieve this one goal of secur- 
ing an heir. Marcellus died in 22 B.c. Julia and Agrippa produced (in 
addition to several daughters) three sons, but two of them died while 
in their teens and the other was deemed mentally unfit to rule. 
Historians from that period drop broad hints about Livia possibly dis- 
pensing strategic doses of poison to clear the way for her favorite son. 
It has even been suggested that she eliminated her popular younger 
son so that Augustus would have no choice about a successor. 
Preparing someone to assume power remained a problem for this 
imperial family until the dynasty came to an end with the childless 
Nero (3.39). 

The marriage of Augustus’ granddaughter Agrippina to Livia’s 
grandson Germanicus eventually blended the two families into what 
we call the Julio-Claudian dynasty, The term is usually applied to all 
the emperors from Tiberius to Nero (3.47). Their family relations 
can best be understood with the aid of a chart like the one in 
Appendix 2. The machinations of the imperial household have 
caught the imagination of several writers. Much of what Suetonius 
and Tacitus record was retold by Robert Graves in his novels J 
Claudius and Claudius the God. The family provides a case study in what 
can go wrong in the accumulation and exercise of absolute power 
(3.38). 

Late in his reign Augustus bowed to the inevitable, adopted 
Tiberius, and began to share power with him, thus making clear to the 
Senate and the army his choice for a successor. When he died in a.D. 14, 
he concluded the longest reign that any Roman emperor would ever 
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enjoy. Tiberius’ first act as emperor was to execute Augustus’ surviving 
grandson, so there could be no rallying point for any opposition. This 
housecleaning technique remained standard in imperial successions, 
even well into the era of the Christian emperors. 


Tiberius (14-37) 


Tiberius, whose image was on the denarius handed to Jesus (Mark 
12:16), has been much criticized as a ruler. By all accounts except one, he 
was a dour, antisocial man, stingy, given to sexual perversions, and deeply 
suspicious of those around him. He believed in astrology and displayed 
considerable antagonism to Judaism (3.49; 3.52; 3.57). The minor histo- 
rian Velleius Paterculus, who served 
under Tiberius in the army, has only 
extravagant praise for him. Of course, 
he was writing while Tiberius was 
emperor. Tiberius’ record as a military 
commander was outstanding, with vic- 
tories over tribes in Germany and the 
upper Balkan peninsula. 

Tiberius preferred to leave the run- 
ning of the government to the com- 
mander of his bodyguard, the 
Praetorians. Augustus had lived like a 
typical Roman aristocrat, walking 
through the streets with only a few 
slaves or friends to accompany him, 
running the state much as a senator 
would run his far-flung business and 
agricultural interests. Tiberius’ 
approach to government was to keep 
his intentions unclear—even to the 
extent of deliberately making mislead- 
ing statements—and to seclude him- 
self as much as possible from the peo- 
ple he ruled (3.51; 3.55). Finally he 
Tiberius, the emperor when Jesus was retired to a villa on the isle of Capri, in 

crucified (Photo by Howard Vos) the Bay of Naples, allegedly passing his 

time in various sorts of sexual depravi- 
ty. He did not return to Rome during the last ten years of his reign (3.63). 
Tiberius had little choice of a successor. His own son died in A.D. 23. 
His nephew Claudius had a nervous facial tic, stuttered, limped, and in 
general was considered unfit to rule. Another nephew, Germanicus, 
the husband of Augustus’ granddaughter Agrippina the Elder, had 
proved too popular with the people, so Tiberius had him murdered. 
Most of Germanicus’ children had also been executed or exiled. As a 
possible successor, that left only Germanicus’ son Gaius, known by the 
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nickname Caligula (Little Boots), which his father’s soldiers had given 
him. Suetonius claims that Tiberius chose his grandnephew Caligula to 
succeed him because he wanted the Romans to look back on his own 
reign as a golden age and he suspected what sort of ruler Caligula 
would become. He chortled that he was “nursing a viper in the bosom 
of Rome” (Suetonius, Calig. 11).? 


Caligula (37-41) 


Caligula did not disappoint Tiberius’ low expectations of him. He 
displayed every evidence of a sociopathic personality, a person who has 
no sense whatsoever of right or wrong and simply does what pleases 
him, regardless of the consequences for others. He apparently com- 
mitted incest with all three of his sisters while still in his teens (3.66). 
He eventually commemorated them on his coinage. 

Caligula ruled in an erratic and despotic manner, spending in the 
first year of his reign all the money that the thrifty Tiberius had 
amassed over twenty-three years. After eight months in power, he fell ill 
with a prolonged high fever, which seems to have left him even more 
unbalanced than he had been up until then. He apparently thought he 
was the incarnation of Zeus, even marrying one of his sisters as Zeus 
had married his sister Hera. Various explanations have been offered 
for the exact nature of this illness (3.61-62; 3.67-70). For the rest of his 
crazed reign his actions were unpredictable, even sadistic. Wealthy peo- 
ple were often arrested on the slightest charges so their property could 
be confiscated. According to some stories, he led troops in Gaul in an 
attack on the sea, ordering the men to stab the water with their spears 
and collect seashells as booty from their “victory” over Neptune, god of 
the sea (3.63). He named his favorite racehorse a member of the sen- 
ate and was about to make the animal a consul when he was murdered 
by a few Praetorians. 

At the time of his death, Roman soldiers were on their way to 
Jerusalem with a statue of the emperor which was to be placed in the 
temple. Most Roman officials tolerated the Jewish peculiarity about not 
having images in the city, but Caligula had decided to insist on the 
divine rights which he felt were his. The commander of the troops was 
sensitive enough to the situation in the province that he delayed 
enforcing the order, hoping that Caligula would change his mind. 
News of Caligula’s death reached the province shortly before a new 
order from Caligula demanding that the commander be removed and 
the image put in place (3.58; 3.64; 3.72-74). This was one of the inci- 
dents which heightened tensions in the area and led ultimately to the 
outbreak of war in 66 (3.71). 


“The Secret of Empire:” Claudius (41-54) 


With Caligula dead, the Senate had visions of restoring the old 
Republic. But the Praetorian Guards realized that without an emperor, 
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there would be no need for an imperial bodyguard, so they saluted as 
imperator Caligula’s uncle Claudius, whom they found cowering behind 
a drapery in the palace. The Senate, too long accustomed to acquiesc- 
ing to the demands of the emperors 
and the army, granted him the pow- 
ers and titles enjoyed by his prede- 
cessors. As Tacitus observed, the 
military basis of this “benevolent” 
dictatorship was at last revealed. 
The secret was out: the army made 
the emperor; in return, the emper- 
or had to keep the army happy. 
Claudius proved, however, to be 
a competent administrator (3.78; 
3.81). During his reign the Romans 
conquered Britain, a systematic civil 
service was instituted to replace the 
old practice of having the emperor's 
slaves run the various departments 
of the government, and certain 
legal rights were granted to women 
in the area of owning and inheriting 
property. In his biography of 
Claudius, Suetonius quotes a letter 


written by Augustus to Livia in 
Claudius, who drove the Jews fram Rome which he expresses his surprise that 
over “Chrestus 


the young Claudius, who appeared 
so confused much of the time, could speak so clearly and logically at 
other times (Claud. 4). Historians speculated about whether 
Claudius feigned stupidity (as Suetonius says he did: Claud. 38) so 
that he would not appear to be a rival for the throne, or whether he 
was simply slow in maturing. Whatever the case, he surprised every- 
one else as much as he had puzzled Augustus (3.80), 

Claudius’ fatal weakness was for beautiful women. We know little 
about his first two wives. His third wife, Messalina, was fourteen and 
Claudius forty-nine when they were married in A.D. 39. She soon 
betrayed him and tried to remove him from the throne and marry 
another man. Claudius had her executed. His next wife was his niece 
Agrippina the Younger (Caligula’s sister), whom he married after forc- 
ing the Senate to rewrite the law on incest to exclude a relationship 
between uncle and niece. Agrippina’s son by a prior marriage was 
adopted by Claudius and became known as Nero. Agrippina persuad- 
ed Claudius to prefer Nero over his own son, Britannicus (who was sev- 
eral months younger than Nero), and nominate him as his successor. 
Shortly after Nero reached sixteen—the age of manhood in Rome— 
Agrippina apparently poisoned Claudius to set her son on the throne 
(3.76; 3.78). 
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Claudius’ impact on the New Testament can hardly be overesti- 
mated. He put Agrippa I on the throne once occupied by his grand- 


father Herod (3.83). This was the 
king who “laid violent hands upon 
some who belonged to the church” 
(Acts 12:1).3 Claudius also banished 
the Jews from Rome in 49, because of 
a disturbance over someone named 
“Chrestus,” according to Suetonius 
(Claud. 25).* This was almost certain- 
ly the Roman author’s misunder- 
standing of the name Christus. That 
expulsion of the Jews (and the 
Christians, whom the Romans could 
not distinguish from the Jews) 
brought Aquila and Priscilla to 
Corinth, where they met Paul (Acts 
18:1-4). 


Nero (54-68) 


Onc of Nero’s first acts was to poi- 
son Bnitannicus. He ruled for five years 
with the advice of his mother and the 
philosopher Seneca. Ancient historians 
agree that for this brief period, his rule 
was almost exemplary. But in 59 Nero 
tired of Agrippina’s interference in 
political affairs and had her murdered. 
If the ancient accounts can be trusted, 
it wasn’t easy. Poison wouldn't work 
because she had been taking antidotes 
for years. She survived his attempt to 
drown her in a collapsible boat. Tiring 
of subuety, he finally sent a squadron of 
saldicrs to kill her (3.86). Seneca was 
soon sent into exile. 

The remaining years of Nero’s 
reign saw him indulge his lascivious 
bent, urged on by sycophantic advisers 
and checked by no one. As Suetonius 
says, “Gradually Nero’s vices gained 
the upper hand; he no longer tried to 
laugh them off, or hide or deny them” 
(Nero 27). He offended all Rome by 


Nero and the Christians 


Nothing that the emperor did—neither 
gifts to the crowds nor sacrifices to the 
gods—could overcome the popular belief 
that he had ordered the fire to be set. To 
squeich the rumor, he accused a class of 
people called Christians, who were 
despised by the people for their crimes, 
and inflicted the most elaborate tortures on 
them. Christus, the origin of the name, was 
crucified by the procurator Pontius Pilate 
during the reign of Tiberius. Though 
checked for a time, this deadly superstition 
erupted again nat only in Judea, where the 
evil originated, but even in Rome, where 
everything hideous and shameful flows 
together and is relished. 


First those who pleaded guilty were 
arrested. Then, on their testimony, a huge 
crowd of people was convicted, not so 
much of arson as of hatred of mankind. 
Disgrace was heaped on their deaths. 
Covered in the pelts of wild animals, they 
were tom to death by dogs, or were cruci- 
fied, or were set on fire as torches when 
the daylight had faded. . . . However, peo- 
ple began to feel sympathy for them, even 
though they were criminals deserving 
extreme punishment as an example. It 
seemed that they were being destroyed 
not for the public good but to satisfy one 
man’s cruelty. 


Tacitus, Annals 15.44 


building his hedonistic Golden House in the center of the city after the 
great firc in A.D. 64. Most people suspected him of resorting to arson to 
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clear the ground for his building project (3.85). He tried to fasten the 
blame on the Christians, but his persecution of them was so brutal that 
he alienated the populace of Rome (3.89; 3.91; 3.95; see box). 

Nero’s mistress, Poppaea Sabina, may have set him against the 
Christians. Josephus describes how she intervened to have some Jewish 
priests released from prison (Ant. 20.195). He even calls her “god-fear- 
ing,” indicating that she may have been one of those Gentiles on the 
fringe of Judaism, like the centurion Cornelius in the book of Acts, 
though one must be careful not to overstate this case (3.94; 3.98). 

For several years Nero indulged his love of the arts and games by 
participating in various competitions in Greece and establishing his 
own games in Italy. He may actually have had some poetic or musi- 
cal talents, but our sources are all biased against him on this score. 
By 68 he had lost the confidence of the legions on several of Rome’s 
frontiers. Commanders in Spain, Germany, and Syria were hailed as 
imperator by their troops. The Senate declared Nero an outlaw, and he 
took his own life to escape the painful and degrading death which his 
enemies would have inflicted on him. Upon Nero’s death, civil war 
broke out for the first time in a century, with troops loyal to three dif- 
ferent generals advancing upon Rome. Galba, Otho, and Vitellius 
ruled for a few months each during the year 69 before Vespastan seized 
control in the fall of that year (known as the Year of the Four 
Emperors). Barbarians, encouraged by the chaos, attacked on the fron- 
tiers while Roman troops were fighting each other in Italy. Part of the 
capital itself was burned, and the Romans feared that “the end of the 
Empire was at hand” (Tacitus, Hist. 4.54). 

It may have been at this point and not in 96, as many scholars main- 
tain, that the book of Revelation was written (3.84; 3.93; 3.99). The 
heads of the beast in that strange book are clearly the Roman emper- 
ors (Rev. 13:1-3; 17:8-11). The fifth head is Nero, whose suicide 
occurred away from Rome. Since no one saw the body, rumors that he 
was still alive were circulating even in March of 69 (Tacitus, Hist. 2.1). 
This caused great consternation, especially in the province of Asia, the 
location of the seven churches addressed in the early chapters of 
Revelation. Stories about the return of Nero persisted into the early 
second century (3.90; 3.96). 


The Flavians (69~96) 


The victor in the melee of 69 was Vespasian, a member of the 
Flavian family who had worked his way up from lower-middle-class 
beginnings to become commander of the legions in Syria. At the time 
the civil war began, he was trying to suppress a Jewish revolt. The Jews, 
provoked by a couple of particularly insensitive Roman governors, had 
taken advantage of Nero’s distraction from politics in the last years of 
his reign to try to throw off the Roman yoke. They had not counted on 
the military skill and tenacity of Vespasian and his son Titus (3.105). 
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The success of these two generals compelled some Jews to abandon 
their cause. The most notable among them was Josephus, who surren- 
dered his position in Galilee, took the Flavian family name as part of 
his own, and became an apologist for the Romans. (His life and works 
are described in Appendix 1.) 

Leaving Titus in charge of operations in Judea, Vespasian returned 
to Italy in the fall of 69 to consolidate his power. In A.o. 70, Titus 
destroyed Jerusalem; three years later the last contingent of rebels were 
trapped in the hill fortress of Masada, built by Herod the Great. After 
enduring a prolonged siege, they committed mass suicide on the night 
before the Romans finally breached the walls (3.106). 

Vespasian ruled for ten years, restoring the army’s confidence in 
the government, destroying Nero’s Golden House, and beginning 
work on the amphitheater now known as the Colosseum. His son Titus 
succeeded him (A.D. 79-81) only long enough to preside over another 
fire in Rome, an epidemic, and the eruption of Vesuvius which 
destroyed Pompeii. He seems to have respected Judaism and to have 
been reluctant to destroy the temple. His mistress was Ber(c)nice, the 
sister of Agrippa II (3.104; cf. Appendix 2). 

Vespasian’s younger son Domitian, who may have murdered Titus, 
was emperor almost until the end of the century (A.D. 81-96) and may 
not have been as bad a ruler as the next generation made him out to 
be. His accomplishments pale beside those of his father, and he seems 
to have had an autocratic temper. Toward the end of his reign, he 
became increasingly paranoid and arrested large numbers of senators 
and other members of the aristocracy whom he suspected of plotting 
against him (3.109). During this purge, he may have come across some 
Christians and begun a persecution of the church in Rome, but it does 
not seem to have spread to other parts of the Empire (3.107). His opin- 
ion of Judaism also seems to have been unfavorable (3.110). 


The Emperors and the New Testament 


These first-century rulers of the Roman Empire set its policies and 
appointed men such as Pontius Pilate, Felix, and Gallio to their posts. 
In turn, these officials interacted in one way or another with the early 
Christians. Although the emperors are rarely mentioned by name in 
the New Testament, their decisions and actions lie behind almost every 
page. As one scholar puts it: 


Each New Testament document was also written at a certain time 
in the reign of one of these emperors. The chronology reveals an 
evolution of the theological tradition, and many times this tradi- 
tion is created because of imperial policy. ... Depending on who 
was in charge of the empire, the Christian could see the emper- 
or as an agent of God or of the devil (3.117:71). 
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Luke 2:1 credits Augustus with ordering a census which brought 
Mary and Joseph to Bethlehem (ca. 6-5 B.c.). When Herod the Great 
died (early in 4 B.c.), as stated in Matthew 2:1-23, Mary and Joseph felt 
they could safely return from Egypt. But they went to Nazareth to avoid 
Archelaus (4 B.C.-A.D. 6), whom Augustus confirmed as king over Judea 
and Samaria. Tiberius appointed Pilate to govern as prefect” of Judea 
and left him there to stew for ten years, 26-36/37, ruling during the time 
of Jesus’ public ministry (Luke 3:1). Caligula’s demand for divine hon- 
ors heightened the tensions that led to the war of 66-73, which in turn 
completed the split between Christianity and Judaism. Claudius drove 
the Jews out of Rome in 49, sending Aquila and Priscilla to Corinth, 
where they met Paul. Nero banished the author of Revelation (1:9) to 
that tiny island where he saw his vision; he probably ordered the execu- 
tions of Peter and Paul as well. 

The emperors after Augustus were rather isolated from the people 
they ruled, and their impact on the daily lives of their subjects was 
more often indirect, through the policies they set and the people they 
appointed to carry them out. For the vast majority of the people in the 
Roman Empire, the “government” meant their town council or the 
governor of their province. To understand how this system worked, we 
must look briefly at the structure of the Empire. Then we will consider 
some of the people mentioned in the New Testament who were part of 
that structure. 


Provinces and Governors 


The Roman Empire was divided into territories called provinces. 
Most of these had been acquired by conquest after 240 B.c. A few had 
dropped into the Romans’ laps. The province of Asia, covering the 
northwestern portion of modern Turkey, had been willed to the Romans 
by its last king, who died without an heir in 133 B.c. A few others were 
technically client kingdoms (3.118). The emperors retained direct con- 
trol of the frontier provinces (such as Gaul and Syria), where troops werc 
stationed, but let the Senate choose the governors of certain interior 
provinces, such as Asia and Sicily, which had long been pacified (3.121). 
A territory’s status could change, as Judea’s did, if the Romans became 
dissatisfied with the behavior of its populace or its ruler. As Suetonius says 
(Aug. 47), 


Augustus kept under his own control all the stronger provinces, 
which could not be safely or easily governed by annual magis- 
trates. The rest he left to proconsuls chosen by lot. However, 
from time to time he changed some provinces from the imperi- 
al category to senatorial, or vice versa. 


This might be the place to define a few terms that cause some con- 
fusion, A proconsul is a man who had held the highest office in Rome, 
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the consulship. Each year, beginning around 200 B.c., the Senate 
assigned governorships, by lot, to the available pool of former consuls. 
By allowing the Senate to select governors of the quicter provinces, the 
emperors maintained the fiction of a republic and rewarded men who 
had made their way up the bureaucratic ladder. Most aristocratic 
Romans regarded this task as a necessary evil, with some degree of pres- 
tige attached. Some, like Cicero, actively resented it because it took 
them away from Rome for a year or more. Occasionally a man who had 
held the second highest office in the 
state, the praetorship, would be sent to 
one of the smaller provinces if a procon- 
sul was not available. He would be called 
a propraetor and would have all the pow- 
ers of a governor. Those powers are dlis- 
cussed in detail in chapter 4. 

Under the principate the provinces 
on the frontiers, where armies were sta- 
tioned, were controlled by the emper- 
or. He governed them all as proconsul 
and sent out deputies known as legates 
or procurators (sometimes called prefects 
in smaller provinces) to administer 
them for him.® The term governor is a 
general one that can be applied to any 
head of a province. As the supreme 
proconsul, the emperor retained the 
right to intervene in the affairs of any 
province. This system of provincial 
administration, devised by Augustus, 
remained in effect with only minor 


refinements until the Empire began to under Roman conirol 


break up in the third century (Photo copyright Ewing Galloway, Inc.) 


(3.122-123). 

The provinces did benefit from the peacefulness of Roman rule, but 
they paid a price. The Romans collected tribute from all their provinces, 
usually through a method called tax-farming. Wealthy men in Rome 
(publicani, people engaged in public business) bought contracts giving 
them the right to collect taxes in an area, the amount to be equal to what 
they had paid the government plus interest, usually about 25 percent. 
This system allowed the government to collect its operating expenses 
each year without effort. The original contractors then subcontracted 
the collection rights, dividing them into smaller segments of territory. 
Subcontractors could collect their investment plus interest. Obviously 
this pyramid scheme soon becomes enormously expensive to the 
provinces, and it explains why Matthew and Zacchaeus were despised by 
their compatriots, Not only were they Jews working for the conquerors; 
they were extorting large sums of money, with Rome’s power to back 


Pompey the Great, who brought Judea 
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them up. The government had to back the publican: if they expected 
them to bid for contracts in later years. 


A Roman View 
of Judaism 


Many sources agree that a plague which 
disfigured the body broke out in Egypt. King 
Bocchoris consulted the oracle of Ammon 
to find a remedy and was ordered to 
cleanse his kingdom by carrying this race, 
so hated by the gods, into another land. 
The people, hunted out and herded togeth- 
er, were dumped in a desert. As the others 
sat, stunned and weeping, one of the 
exiles, Moyses, advised them not to look 
for help from the gods or from men, for they 
had been abandoned by both. They should 
take as their divine leader the one who 
would first help them overcome their pre- 
sent misery, .. . After a journey of six con- 
secutive days, on the seventh day they 
took over a country, driving out the inhabi- 
tants, and founded a city and a temple. 


In order to strengthen his control over this 
nation for posterity, Moyses established 
new rituals, contrary to those of all other 
peoples, They consider profane those 
things which we hold sacred, yet they allow 
things which are forbidden among us. . . . 
This form of worship, however it originated, 
is supported by its antiquity, Their other 
traditions, which are perverse and 
debased, gain their strength from their very 
badness. 


Tacitus, Histories 5.3-5 


Rome and Judea 


The earliest formal contact 
between Rome and the Jews occurred 
during the Maccabean revolt (ca. 165 
B.c.). According to 1 Maccabees 8, 
Judas Maccabeus formed an alliance 
with Rome to give him some leverage 
against the Seleucid kings of Syria 
(3.126). The Romans had been trying 
for a generation before that to main- 
tain a balance of power in the eastern 
Mediterranean between the Ptolemies 
(Egypt) and the Seleucids, so this 
effort to weaken Syria fits with what 
we know of their policy in the region. 
The Romans sent no troops to the 
area at that time. 

In 63 B.c. Pompey arrived in Judea, 
toward the end of a campaign during 
which he conquered new territories in 
the east and reasserted Roman control 
over several recalcitrant areas. Judea at 
that time was ruled by the last of the 
Hasmonean dynasty, the descendants 
of the Maccabees. Two brothers, 
Hyrcanus 11 and Aristobulus Hl, were 
engaged in a civil war which Pompey 
settled by siding with Hyrcanus. He 
allowed Hyrcanus to retain the title of 
high priest but stripped him of the title 
of king and limited his jurisdiction to 
Judea and Idumea, with the title of eth- 
narch (“ruler of a people”). While in 
Jerusalem, Pompey entered the Holy 
of Holies in the temple, laying the 
groundwork for enmity and misunder- 
standing between Romans and. Jews 
which persisted for centuries. He was 
surprised to find it empty; a persistent 
legend held that the Jews worshiped 


the head of a donkey, because that animal had supposedly led them to 
water during their expulsion from Egypt. The story may reflect some 
awareness among literate Romans of stories such as the one about 
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Moses striking a rock with his staff and causing water to flow out of it 
(Ex. 17:1-7; see box). 

Aristobulus and his sons continued to foment trouble, with the 
result that, between 57 and 55 B.c. the Romans deprived Hyrcanus 
entirely of his civil powers and put Judea under the control of the gov- 
ernor of Syria. The civil wars raging in Rome made it difficult for the 
Romans to devote much attention to one minor province at the edge 
of their empire. There was an opportunity for an ambitious man to 
carve out a place for himself. One of Hyrcanus’ strongest backers was 
Antipater, governor of _Idumea. He and his two sons, Phasael and 
Herod, displayed an uncanny knack for sensing which way the political 
winds were blowing. In 48 B.c. Antipater sent assistance to Julius Caesar, 
who was besieged in Alexandria. With Antipater’s troops, Caesar was 
able to break out of the trap. In return for that favor Caesar restored 
the title of ethnarch to Hyrcanus and appointed Herod and Phasael 
tetrarchs. But, a few years later, when Caesar’s assassin, Cassius, who 
had command of several eastern provinces at that time, demanded trib- 
ute from Judea, Antipater paid. 

The late 40s B.c. saw considerable turmoil in Judea. Antipater was 
murdered in 43. A Parthian invasion in 40 resulted in Aristobulus’ son 
being proclaimed ruler of Jerusalem, with Hyrcanus taken captive to 
Mesopotamia. Antipater’s sons reacted to the crisis quite differently. 
Phasael committed suicide, while Herod escaped to Rome. A few years 
later he returned to Judea as king, appointed by Marc Antony, Caesar’s 
former lieutenant. 

Few of their territories gave the Romans as much trouble, or as lit- 
Ue benefit, as Judea. A. H. M. Jones calls it “the classic instance of an 
intractable area” (3.36:108). Many Jews were excused from paying 
taxes because of favors (mainly loans) done for Julius Caesar and 
because of the military assistance which Antipater, Herod’s father, 
had given Caesar in Alexandria. Jews across the Empire—at least 
those strictly observant—had their taxes reduced by the amount they 
sent to Jerusalem each year for the maintenance of the temple 
(3.127). Judea produced nothing of any particular economic value 
and was constantly on the verge of revolt. In trying to govern it, the 
Romans changed its status from kingdom to province and back to 
kingdom, divided it several different ways, and alternately gave in to 
or opposed Jewish demands. Nothing they did seemed to make much 
difference. 


The Herodian Family 


At the time of Jesus’ birth, Judea was a client kingdom, ruled by 
Herod the Great. After leaping the political fence from Antony's to 
Octavian’s side in 31 8.c., Herod managed to retain his kingdom, per- 
haps because there was no strong candidate to replace him or 
because Octavian knew that Herod would be so grateful to escape 
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with his life that he would forever be under the Romans’ thumb. He 
remained loyal to Rome for the rest of his reign, even sending mem- 
bers of his family to the capital as hostages. They were probably safer 
there than in Judea, considering how many of his wives and children 
Herod murdered. Augustus supposedly observed that it would be bet- 
ter to be Herod’s pig than a member of his family, since, as a Jew, 
Herod would not kill and eat a pig. Josephus discusses Herod’s fami- 
ly (Ant. 18.127-140), and the chart in Appendix 2 attempts to make 
some sense of the genealogy (3.133). 

Herod tried all his life to gain acceptance in the eyes of the Jews. 
He was an Idumaean by birth, one of those allegedly descended from 
Ishmael, Abraham’s son by Hagar. To orthodox Jews, Idumaeans were 
half-breeds, and their resentment was fueled by having one of them 
appointed by outsiders as their king. Even his marriage to Mariamne, 
daughter of Hyrcanus, did little to legitimize his position in the eyes of 
his subjects. They gave him little credit for his considerable achieve- 
ments, such as rebuilding the harbor at Caesarea (named in honor of 
the ruling Roman family) and expanding and refurbishing the temple 
at Jerusalem.’ They seemed much more aware of his aaa ty toward 
his family and shed no tears at his death (4 B.c.). 

Herod’s kingdom was divided among his three surviving sons, 
Antipas, Archelaus, and Philip, who each received the title ethnarch. 
Philip’s domain consisted of several obscure territories east of the 
Jordan River (Luke 3:1). Antipas was given Galilee and Peraea (Mark 
3:8, “beyond the Jordan”), while Archelaus was to govern Judea, 
Samaria, and Idumea. But Archelaus ruled so brutally that his subjects 
finally begged Augustus to rescue them from his tyranny. This situation 
was behind Joseph’s decision to avoid Judea while Archelaus was in 
power (Matt. 2:22). Archelaus was deposed from office and banished to 
Gaul in A.D. 6. The territory he had ruled was converted into a Roman 
province under a prefect appointed directly by the emperor. The 
Herodian family continued to have its supporters, however, who worked 
for the restoration of one of its descendants to the throne and may even 
have seen messianic implications in their efforts (see chapter 2). 


Pilate 


Under Augustus and Tiberius, relations between Rome and the 
Jews were stable, if not friendly. Jesus’ advice to “Give to the emperor 
the things that are the emperor’s” (Mark 12:17) reflects an attitude 
that could have been prevalent only in the early part of the first centu- 
ry A.D., when Rome seldom interfered directly in Judean affairs. Tacitus 
(Hist. 5.9) says of the province that “under Tiberius all was quiet,” 
which isn’t exactly the picture one gets from the Gospels (3.137). 
Augustus believed in changing governors every couple of years. 
Tiberius, on the other hand, left governors in office for long terms. 
Various motives were attributed for his decision to do this (Tacitus, 
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Ann. 1,80). Pilate was prefect of Judea from 26-36/37. Throughout his 
tenure, he was a source of irritation to the Jews. He typifies the Roman 
approach to dealing with foreign peoples: He understood virtually 
nothing about the Jews’ faith or their devotion to it and simply forged 
ahead doing things the Roman way (3.140). 

Josephus ( War 2.169-177; Ant. 18.3.1) tells us that Pilate arrived in 
Jerusalem at night and sneaked his soldiers’ legionary standards into 
the city under cover of darkness. This outraged the Jews because the 
standards had animal figures or images of the emperor on them and 
were worshiped as minor divinities by the soldiers (in violation of Ex. 
20:46). The people protested for several days, demanding that Pilate 
remove the standards. When he threatened to have his soldiers lop 
their heads off, they bared their necks, declaring that they would 
rather die than live with pagan idols polluting their city. The Romans 
were polytheists, worshipers of as many gods as they chose. No Roman 
had such strong religious beliefs that he would die for them. Rather 
than risk a bloodbath in his first week as governor, the astonished 
Pilate yielded to the Jews’ demands and removed the standards 
(3.143). 

In another controversy, though, Pilate stood his ground. He had 
used Jewish temple funds (the Corban; cf. Mark 7:11) to finance the 
construction of an aqueduct (3.138). When a mob arrived before his 
residence to protest, Pilate had his soldiers beat them with clubs. A 
number of people died in the ensuing panic. It’s little wonder that the 
Jews complained of Pilate as “inflexible, merciless, obstinate” (Philo, 
Embassy to Gaius 38). 

Seeing the problems that Pilate had already encountered with the 
Jews enables us to appreciate the dread with which he must have 
heard their request that he put Jesus to death. Here was another dif- 
ficult situation for him, and he seems to have caved in to avoid offend- 
ing the Jews any further (3.139; 3.141-142; 3.145; 3.148). There is a 
persistent legend in the early church that he informed Tiberius about 
Jesus. (A document which purports to be Pilate’s report to the emper- 
or does exist, but it is recognized now as a concoction of the fourth or 
fifth century.) His reluctance to condemn Jesus gave rise to the story 
that he was, as Tertullian claims (ca. 190), “a Christian in his heart” 
(Apol. 21.24; see 3.146). He drops out of sight about the time of 
Tiberius’ death, but stories about his suicide seem unfounded 
(Eusebius, Eccl. Hist. 2.7; see 3.144). 


Paul and the Romans 


Other Roman officials of varying ranks appear in the pages of the 
New Testament, mostly as they cross Paul’s path. Some scholars ques- 
tion whether high-ranking Romans had any contact with Christianity. 
Luke, they argue, was trying to present the new religion as acceptable 
to the “right” people. But Pliny the Younger, in his letter about the 
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Christians of Bithynia (Ep. 10.96), reports that “many people of every 
age, rank, both men and women” were members of the group. Pliny 
was certainly not trying to make this “wretched superstition” appear 
respectable in the emperor’s eyes, so we ought to give credence to his 
account and be more willing to believe Luke as well. 


Sergius Paulus 


In Acts 13, Paul and Barnabas are invited by the governor of 
Cyprus, Sergius Paulus, to present their message to him. An inscrip- 
tion found on Cyprus and dating from the mid-first century men- 
tions a Paulus who was proconsul there. After Paul’s word came true 
that the Lord would strike blind the false prophet Bar-Jesus (or 
Elymas), Sergius Paulus “believed” (Acts 13:12). A word of caution 
should be inserted here. The term which Luke uses to mean 
“believe” may not imply a full conversion; it could merely suggest 
that Paulus was impressed by the display of this new god’s power 
(6.103). Proconsuls were automatically members of the Senate, so 
when this man returned to Rome there was at least one person in 
that body who, if not a full-fledged Christian, at least had some first- 
hand experience with the movement (3.152:150-169). A bit of indi- 
rect evidence for the full conversion of Sergius Paulus is the later 
existence of a house church (ca. 100) in the home of a Roman 
named Sergia Paulina. None of the (scanty) literature on this subject 
is in English. 

Since it is at this point in the narrative of Acts that Saul’s name is 
changed to Paul (3.149), some, even as far back as Jerome in the early 
fifth century (De vir ili. 5), have thought that he took that name in 
honor of his first non-Jewish convert. For a number of reasons, that 
explanation appears unlikely. To mention only one objection, an 
individual’s name would have been changed in that manner only if he 
were a slave being emancipated and taking on his former master’s 
family name (cf. the case of Felix, below) or ifa man was being adopt- 
ed (cf. the case of Gallio, below). But Paul was a Roman citizen from 
birth, so some other explanation of his change of name must be 
sought. 

Origen, in the mid-third century, noted that name changes in 
Scripture are always of divine origin and result from some religious or 
life-changing event, as in Jacob-Isracl or Simon-Peter. A similar phe- 
nomenon is observable in non-Christian literature from antiquity 
(3.150). That is not the case here. Origen concluded that Paul always 
had a double name, as did many Romans of non-ltalian background 
(cf. John Mark, Acts 16:37). Thus Saul was his Jewish name, and Paul 
his Roman name. Another possibility is that the Hebrew name Saulos 
closely resembles a Greek word with some unfortunate connotations 


(3.151). 
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Gallio and Seneca 


The next Roman official named in Acts is Gallio (Acts 18:12~1 7). 
He was born Lucius Annaeus Novatus, brother of the philosopher L. 
Annaeus Seneca, Nero’s tutor. Childless aristocrats would sometimes 
adopt one of the children of their more prolific friends to insure the 


survival of their own family names. 
Novatus, one of three brothers, was 
adopted by L. Junius Gallio, taking his 
name and becoming in every legal 
sense of the word his son. Under 
Roman law such adoptions were irre- 
versible, even if all the remaining chil- 
dren of the biological family were to 
die unexpectedly. 

Gallio was consul at an unknown 
date, then became proconsul of 
Achaea (lower Greece) in ca. A.D. 52 
(3.157). A couple of inscriptions have 
been found confirming that he held 
the office, although they do not estab- 
lish the year precisely. His tribunal in 
Corinth has also been excavated, 
Gallio’s refusal to hear charges 
against Paul (Acts 18:14-15) con- 
forms to Roman policy. Roman 
bureaucrats tried to leave as much to 


The God Within Us 


We need not lift our hands to heaven or 
beg the keeper of a temple to allow us to 
get close to the ear of the idol, as though 
we could be better heard in that way. God 
is near you, with you, inside of you. A holy 
spirit dwells within us, who notices our 
deeds—good and bad—and is our 
guardian. As we treat this spirit, so he 
treats us. Truly no one is good without god. 
Can anyone rise above fortune unless he 
is aided by god? It is he who gives grand 
and upright counsel. As Virgil says, “an 
unknown god dwells” in each good man. 


Seneca, Ep. 41.1 


local governance as possible. They 
were reluctant to get enmeshed in the 
internal affairs of local cults as long as 
they posed no threat to the general 
social order. They did attempt to squelch the worshipers of Bacchus 
and of Isis in Rome itself because of the disruptive character of their 
festivals, but such measures were a last resort. Gallio’s “see to it your- 
selves” was the more typical response. 

The imagination of some Christians has run rampant in trying to 
explain why Gallio refused to hear charges against Paul. It has been 
suggested that perhaps he already knew Paul and secretly sided with 
him. The connection might have been made through his brother 
Seneca, whose humane Stoic philosophy is close to the Christian ethic 
at many pomts (3.154). 

A body of forged correspondence, the Leiters of Seneca and Paul, was 
composed in the fourth century, borrowing phrases from the actual let- 
ters of Paul and the works of Seneca. Apparently someone, perhaps act- 
ing on Paul’s reference to Christians among “those of the emperor’s 
household” (Phil. 4:22), created these letters to suggest that Seneca had 
been a “closet Christian.” Tertullian held that opinion in the late second 
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century (De anima 20), as did Jerome in about 400 (De vir ill 12). J. B. 
Lightfoot pointed out a number of parallels between the thought of Paul 
and Seneca in his commentary on Philippians (3.155). Seneca talks 
about god dwelling in man and abouta holy spirit (sacer spiritus, see box). 
But, Lightfoot concluded, the source of Seneca’s thought is not Paul but 
earlier Stoicism (see chapter 6). 

There is more, however. The nephew of Seneca and Gallio, the 
poct Lucan, bears an unusual name for a Roman. Its meaning would 
be “of or pertaining to Luke” (Loukas in Greek). Lucius is a common 
name, Lucian is also known, but Lucan is apparently unique. Could it 
have been given to him in honor of the physician Luke, who, the argu- 
ment runs, might have attended his birth? This conveniently overlooks 
the fact that midwives normally attended births in Rome and Greece 
(8.122). Ancient doctors knew little about gynecological care, as the 
poor woman in the Gospels who had been bleeding for twelve years 
would probably testify (Mark 5:25-26; see chapter 8). 

This highly placed family, the Annaei, came to grief in A.D. 65. 
Seneca, by then shunted aside by Nero, was implicated in a plot on the 
emperor’s life. In good Roman fashion, he was allowed to commit sul- 
cide rather than suffer the degradation of an execution, a peculiarity of 
the Roman penal system (discussed in chapter 4). Gallio and Lucan, also 
suspected of complicity in the plot, Killed themselves as well. In his Life of 
Luean, Suctonius reports that the poet tried to implicate his mother in 
the plot in order to save himself. 

There might seem to be several connections between Paul and the 
family of Seneca, but when we examine the evidence thoroughly, it has 
no substance (3.158). Gallio acted as any Roman provincial governor 
would have in Paul’s case. Seneca’s humanistic philosophy is represen- 
talive of a finer side of Roman thought, often overlooked because of 
the orgies and the bloody games in the arena. The oddity of Lucan’s 
name may have a perfectly reasonable explanation which has been lost 
to us, like so much other information about antiquity. We have no evi- 
dence to connect Luke with Seneca’s family in any way (3.159). 

The stones that have grown up around this farnily and their sup- 
posed connection to Christianity arose out of an understandable 
impulse. Early Christians wanted to know as much as they possibly 
could about their own origins and to claim as distinguished a back- 
ground for their faith as they could get away with. These were people 
accustomed to explaining things with stories. The same process of elab- 
oration can be seen at work in the stories of the wise men who honored 
Jesus at his birth (see chapter 9). 

All this should be a Iesson to us in evaluating evidence. We cannot 
make the evidence say what we wantit to if that is not its natural mean- 
ing. Nor can we manufacture material to fill the gaps created by the loss 
of documents or the silence on certain points in those documents 
which survive. Reasonable deductions can sometimes be made at 
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points where the evidence is incomplete or ambiguous. We must 
remember, however, that they are only conjectures and not use them as 
though they were sound evidence to build a further case, as occasion- 
ally happens, It is better to live honestly with uncertainty than to create 
some imposing edifice of interpretation which rests only on the sandy 
foundation of suppositions. 


Felix 


The next highly placed Roman official named in Acts is Felix, gov- 
ernor of Judea from about 53-60. If we were looking for possible links 
between the Christians and the Roman hierarchy, we could note that 
Felix is described as being “rather well informed about the Way” (Acts 
24:22). He was a former slave of Antonia, mother of the emperor 
Claudius, and took the name Marcus Antonius Felix (or perhaps 
Marcus Claudius Felix; see 3.160) when he was freed. He rose spectac- 
ularly in social standing, even marrying Drusilla, sister of King Herod 
Agrippa II. His brother Pallas was one of Claudius’ closest advisers and 
remained influential in Nero’s reign until about the year 60 (3.161). 

Felix’s knowledge of the Way is intriguing in light of Nero’s use of 
the Christians as a scapegoat for the great fire which ravaged Rome in 
A.D. 64. Most scholars have felt that Nero had no knowledge of the 
Christians before he began casting around for someone on whom to fix 
the blame (cf. p. 66). But if Felix knew a good deal about them, and if 
Felix’s brother Pallas had been close to Nero for several years, is it mere 
speculation to suggest that the emperor had received some informa- 
tion about this group? Judea was a trouble spot for the Romans, and 
Nero no doubt received regular briefings on the situation there. The 
Christians could hardly have escaped his notice, though his informa- 
tion probably would not have extended to names and details of their 
beliefs. 

Felix may have been a man of some conscience. When he heard 
Paul preach, he was “frightened” and sent him away. But we should- 
n’t read too much into that. He was also hoping for a bribe to release 
Paul, which says something about the social status of Paul and his 
friends, as well as about Felix’s character (Acts 24:25-26). Tacitus 
(Hist, 5.9) describes Felix as “sampling every kind of cruelty and lust, 
exercising a king’s power with a slave’s heart.” Felix was removed 
from office in 60, probably as part of a purge which Nero under- 
took—after murdering his mother—to rid himself of persons, such as 
Seneca and Pallas, whom she had put into positions of power. 


Festus 


Felix’s successor, Porcius Festus, served only two years before dying 
in office, but he earned Josephus’ praise for his efforts to put down the 
terrorists called the sicarii (Ant. 20.185—-188). Festus found himself faced 
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with a case left over from the previous administration which he wanted 
to clear up as quickly as possible. He tried to ingratiate himself with the 
Jews by offering to try Paul’s case in Jerusalem (Acts 25:9). Paul was 
astute enough to know how that would turn out, so he appealed to 
Caesar, a right reserved to Roman citizens, as we'll see in chapter 4 
(3.163). 

Whatever would happen to the prisoner in Rome, Festus was prob- 
ably relieved by Paul’s appeal for it took the responsibility for the case 
off the prefect and passed it on to a higher authority. The workings of 
bureaucracies have changed little over the centuries. 


Some Minor Characters 


In addition to these major individuals mentioned by name in the 
New Testament who have some connection with the Roman govern- 
ment, there are some other minor figures about whom we can say little 
with any certainty. 


Quirinius 

One whose name causes considerable difficulties is Quirinius 
(wrongly called Cyrenius in some late Latin manuscripts and thus in 
some translations). According to Luke, he was governor of Syria when 
Jesus was born. But Quirinius’ governorship—associated with the census 
of Judea mentioned in Luke 2:2—can be firmly dated from Roman 
sources to A.D. 6. In that year Archelaus was removed from the kingship 
of Judea and the area became a Roman province. Quirinius then super- 
vised the taking of a census with the imposition of new taxes, which trig- 
gered a revolt led by Judas the Galilean (Acts 5:37). The relation of that 
census to the registration recorded in Luke has been a matter of dispute 
for the past century (3.167-168). 

The question revolves around how Luke, so accurate in most details, 
could make such a mistake in chronology. If he was writing for a Roman 
official, the pseudonymous Theophilus (God-lover), he would have to be 
careful with his facts. Some scholars have tried to discover an earlier gov- 
ernorship for Quirinius, but the names of the governors of Syria from 
9-4 B.c., when Jesus was most likely born (see chapter 9), are known 
from inscriptions. The governor in 6 B.C. was Sentius Saturninus, men- 
tioned by Tertullian (Against Marcion 4.19,10) as the one under whom 
Jesus’ birth occurred. One possibility is confusion between Quirinius and 
Quinctilius Varus, governor of Syria between 9 and 6 B.c. In 5/4 B.c.,, 
Quirinius conducted campaigns in the Taurus moumitain area against a 
rebcllious tribe, the Homonadenses, thus exercising some military rule 
near the Syrian frontier, and perhaps having some extraordinary com- 
mand in the East. It has been suggested that Luke “erroneously attached 
the name of the Roman official responsible for the later, much more 
notorious, census” of A.D. 6-7 to an earlier one (3.130:571). Would such 
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confusion have been possible? It seems so. In one passage the church his- 
torian Eusebius admits that there is a contradiction in names between two 
of his sources. He concludes that “either the name has heen changed by 
some scribal mistake or there were two names for the same man, as often 
happens” (Ecel. Hist. 2.9, 10). 

Another possible explanation is that the Greek phrase which 
Luke uscs should be translated “before Quirinius was governor of 
Syria.” It is, admittedly, not the most natural translation, but the stan- 
dard New Testament Greek dictionaries do list that usage under pro- 
tos. Josephus (Ant. 17,42) does mention that Herod required all his 
subjects to take an oath of allegiance to Augustus in 7 B.C., something 
which client kings or provincial governors occasionally did to impress 
the emperor with their loyalty (3.166). Everyone had to appear 
before local magistrates, register, and take the oath. Herod’s loyalty 
oath may well have been the “registration” to which Luke refers. We 
must remember that he begins his birth narrative with the phrase “in 
the days of Herod, king of Judea,” so whatever registration Luke has 
in mind must have taken place before 4 B.c., when Herod died. 

Augustus took several censuses, the last in 8-4 B.c. But that would 
not have covered Judea, a client kingdom and not part of the Roman 
Empire at that time. It is possible that Luke, writing seventy or more 
years later, could not distinguish between Augustus’ and Herod's 
“registrations,” since they produced essentially the same results. Luke 
may have thought that Herod’s oath of allegiance was part of 
Augustus’ empire-wide census—perhaps begun in the East under 
another governor of Syria and completed by Quirinius. The decree 
may have been Augustus’ effort to obtain accurate citizenship lists, 
for purposes of taxation (3.172). The debate seems to have reached 
what one scholar calls “a condition of agnostic stalemate” (4.60:163). 
This is another case where, however much we may want precise, 
irrefutable answers, we must be careful not to assert more than the 
evidence warrants.® (The question of the date of Jesus’ birth will be 
discussed at further length in chapter 9.) 


The Soldiers 


Several of the minor figures mentioned in the New Testament are 
soldiers. The centurion Cornelius (Acts I0) became a convert, but we 
know nothing else about him. Not even Euscbius, who rarely passed 
up a good story, has any apocryphal tales about him (£cel. Hist. 2.3). 
The tribune Claudius Lysias (Acts 23:26ff.), who found nothing blame- 
worthy in Paul, is otherwisc unknown to us. 

The nameless centurion who stood by the cross is an example of an 
individual “baptized” by the early Christians because they felt that such 
persons must have believed in Christ, even if the New Testament does 
not specifically say so. Such “testimonies” were considered important evi- 
dence in Christian disputes with pagans. The ccnturion becomes 
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Longinus (“Longspear”) in some third-century stories. His awe-struck 
admiration for Christ was understood as a profession of faith. This story, 
which appears in somewhat different versions in the synoptic Gospels 
(Matt. 27:45-56; Mark 15:33-39; Luke 23:47), does not appear in John at 
all. Its interpretation (discussed in chapter 10) will be easier after we’ve 
finished this survey and gained some insight into several aspects of 
Greco-Roman social history and thought. 


Theophilus 


Though he does not appear as a character in the New Testament 
narrative, the person to whom Luke was writing ought to be mentioned 
briefly. He is identified only as Theophilus (God-lover). This is a title, 
not a name, the sort of honorific applied to persons out of respect or a 
desire to flatter. Sometimes such a title could be a self-designation. 
Ignatius, an early second-century bishop and martyr, refers to himself 
in the opening of his letter to the Ephesians as “Ignatius, who is also 
called Theophorus [God-bearer].” 

Who was Theophilus? Because he is called “most excellent” (Luke 
1:3), we are probably safe in thinking he was a Roman official. The 
Greek word used (kratiste) is typically addressed to persons in authori- 
ty. “God-lover” indicates that he was at least an inquirer, if not a mem- 
ber of the Christian fellowship. But some scholars argue that he might 
have been a hostile Roman official. Beyond that we cannot go, though 
this has not prevented speculation. It has been suggested that he 
might have been Flavius Clemens, a cousin of the emperor Domitian, 
who was executed around 95 for treason (3.174:539). The emperor 
distrusted Clemens because of his interest in Judaism, but there is 
nothing to connect him indisputably with Christianity (3.84:95-96). 
Depending on the date of Luke-Acts, it might be possible to suggest 
that Sergius Paulus was the person to whom the work was dedicated, 
but there are too many unknowns in that equation—his age and later 
career, the date and place of the composition of Luke-Acts. We cannot 
solve it at the present time. 


Dionysius the Areopagite 


We might wonder about the reliabilty of ancient historical sources 
when we see the confusion that arises over similarly named persons, 
even when several centuries separate them. Dionysius the Areopagite 
is such a figure. His conversion by Paul is mentioned in Acts 17:34, 
along with “a woman named Damaris, and others” (3.177). His title 
means that he was a member of the Areopagus, the aristocratic 
“supreme court” of ancient Athens, and thus a person of some 
stature in the city. By the late second century, he was reckoned as the 
first bishop of the church at Corinth, though he was sometimes con- 
fused with a later bishop of the same name. In the sixth century, he 
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was confused with another Dionysius who (ca. 250) went as a mis- 
sionary to the Gauls. His name was also attached to some mystical writ- 
ings of the early sixth century which profoundly influenced contem- 
plative thought in the Middle Ages. 


Erastus inscription in Corinth 
(Photo by Gustav Jeeninga} 


“And Others” 


Sometimes we are tantalized by connections which it appears we 
might be able to make between persons mentioned in the New 
Testament and those known from other sources. In Romans 16:23 Paul 
sends greetings from “Erastus the city treasurer” of Corinth. Now an 
inscription has been found in Corinth which says that a man named 
Erastus, holding the office of aedile, paid to pave a portion of a street. 
He would obviously have been a person of some wealth and standing 
in the community (3.181). Dare we identify this aedile with Paul’s “city 
treasurer”? Js Paul really saying that Erastus is a Christian (3.179)? 

Later generations of Christians were not satisfied lo leave some per 
sons referred to in the New Testament without names. Traditions arose 
about the names of the seventy-two disciples sent out by Jesus (Luke 10:1), 
about the names of the shepherds who came to see Jesus at his birth 
(Luke 2), or about characters such as the Philippian jailer (Acts 
16:27-33). Even minor players, such as the bridegroom at the wedding in 
Cana for whom Jesus created an extra supply of wine or Mary’s mother, 
were given names as the stories were passed down through the centuries. 

The most famous example of this process of naming anonymous 
individuals occurs with the Magi of Matthew’s nativity account (Matt. 2). 
They have no individual names to begin with, nor do we know from 
Matthew how many there were. No number is mentioned in the first 
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Gospel, though even well-established scholars sometimes speak as 
though there were a figure (3.176). Some lists created by carly com- 
mentators mention as many as twelve. The tradition of three wise men 
arose when the church began decorating buildings after the emperor 
Constantine legalized Christianity early in the fourth century. When 
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nativity scenes were painted or shown in mosaics, it was natural to depict 
one man holding the gold, another the frankincense, and a third the 
myrrh. Ancient Christians saw these pictures far more regularly than they 
read the texts (or heard them read). 

At some point before the sixth century, the natural human ten- 
dency to fill in gaps in knowledge supplied names. By the time the 
emperor Justinian built a cathedral in Ravenna (in northern Italy) in 
the mid-sixth century, the anonymous, unnumbered Magi had become 
the three wise men: Balthasar, Melchior, and Gaspar. But taking all the 
sources in which they are mentioned together, there are several dozen 
names by which they were known in various parts of the world (3.182). 
The number three was also thought to symbolize the three continents 
(Europe, Asia, and Africa), and the three magi are usually shown as 
men of approximately twenty, forty, and sixty, to cover all the stages of 
human life. 

Names were never created for some important figures in the New 
Testament. Acts refers several times (17:4; 17:12) to “not a few of the 
leading women” of some Greek towns who converted to the faith (see 
3.178). Women appear to figure prominently in the church at Rome 
itself (3.178). One woman’s name—Junia (Rom.16:7)—may have been 
misunderstand as a man’s name (Junias) by later copyists (3.184). In 
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Acts 19:31, some of the Asiarchs of the province of Asia (modern west- 
ern Turkey) persuaded Paul not to try to address the crowd of irate wor- 
shipers of Artemis. The Asiarchs were a council of the wealthiest men in 
the province, who oversaw public works programs such as aqueducts, 
roads, and games or shows. They are not described as Christians but as 
“friendly to” Paul (3.180). This suggests that Paul moved in rather influ- 
ential circles. Or at least Luke is making such a claim to show that the 
Christians weren't all seditious riffraff. He could not make entirely 
unsubstantiated claims, of course, since many of the people he was writ- 
ing about were still alive and his story could be checked out. 

From even this quick survey, we can see that persons of all social 
ranks were interested in Christianity. It has long been fashionable 
among scholars to assume that the early church consisted of slaves and 
freedmen, what Edward Gibbon in the late eighteenth century called 
“the dregs of the populace,” gathering in their occasional free hours to 
worship. But, even allowing for a tendency to promote their own cause, 
the writers of the New Testament clearly show another picture. 
Individuals of even the highest ranks were familiar with Christianity 
and, if we can accept that Sergius Paulus was converted, even became 
adherents of the new faith. Working against a powerful, efficient, polit- 
ical system that controlled every aspect of its subjects’ lives, Christianity 
spread both laterally across the Empire and vertically to all social class- 
es much more rapidly than has generally been recognized. Though 
some have still argued for the old view (1.26), other modern scholars 
have begun to see the church of the first century in a new light socio- 


logically (1.30; 3.183). 


Conclusion 


The church in the mid-first century a.D. faced two external prob- 
lems simultaneously: first, how to define its relationship with Judaism; 
and second, how to gain legal standing in the eyes of the Roman gov- 
ernment. We looked at the first of these in chapter 2. We will examine 
the second in the next chapter. 
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Notes 


. For discussion of the formation of women’s names, see chapter 7 


under “Women.” 


. Perhaps an allusion to the method by which Cleopatra had com- 


mitted suicide. Cleopatra’s lover Marc Antony was the great-grand- 
father of Caligula through his daughter Antonia. 


. He belongs to Herod’s family, but only in Acts is he called “Herod.” 


His full name was Marcus Julius Agrippa. 


. The apparently common confusion between these two words plays 


an important part in Tertullian’s defense of the faith in his Apology. 


. Josephus anachronistically calls Pilate a procuraior, but an inscription 


on a stone found in Caesarea Maritima in 1961 clarifies that he was 
a prefect (The Anchor Bible Dictionary, 5:397). The term procurator is 
appropriate in Judea after A.D. 70, when these governors had 
enlarged powers to procure/collect taxes. 


. See note 5. 


. One Talmudic tractate does concede that “he who has not seen 


Herod’s temple has not seen beauty” (b. Baba Bathra 4a). 


. For an accessible analysis of this question, see 1. H. Marshall, The 


Gospel of Luke, The New International Greek Testament Commentary 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978), 97-104: “The census . . . serves to 
place the birth of Jesus in the context of world history and to show 
thai the fiat of an earthly ruler can be utilized in the will of God to 
bring his more important purposes to fruition.” 
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CHAPTER 


ROMAN LAW 
AND THE 
NEw 
TESTAMENT 


«Church and State” in Rome 


W une THE DISPUTE between the Christians and the Jews was 
theological, that between the Christians and Romans was legal. Yet 
when we say that, we must remember that the ancient mind did not dis- 
tinguish as clearly as we try to do between religion and politics (2.257). 
Pilate did not interrogate Jesus about his doctrine. That was what the 
Sanhedrin had focused on, especially the issue of blasphemy. Pilate’s 
questions to Jesus reflect the governor’s concern with the possibility of 
a revolt. If Jesus was claiming to be the king of the Jews, there was a 
basis for a charge of treason against him, but it would be politically and 
not religiously motivated. After Pilate determined that the charge was 
groundless, he was willing to release Jesus, with perhaps a beating to 
warn him to keep his mouth shut (4.2). His need to appease the Jews 
was the only thing that made him give in to their clamor and order 
Jesus to be crucified (Mark 15:15; see p. 72). 

The Romans had no genuine religious convictions, as we'll see in 
chapter 5. When they encountered a new cult or form of worship, they 
were interested only in its origins and behavior patterns and the effect 
which those aspects of it would have on the larger community. That’s 
where the line between religion and politics becomes blurred. 
Persecution of a cult would be undertaken if the government deemed 
the group dangerous to the life of the state, revolutionary, or disrup- 
tive of social order. The cult of Dionysus, for example, encouraged its 
devotees—mostly women—to drink to excess and run through the 
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countryside shrieking and chasing small animals, which would be torn 
apart and eaten raw. The Romans banned it soon after its first appear- 
ance in the city in the early second century B.c., “out of their fear that 
such secretive nightly assemblies might give rise to some plot or unseen 
threat” (Livy 39.14). 

Religious groups suspected of engaging in criminal activities could 
also draw the government’s wrath. Josephus (Ani. 18.65—70) records 
that a man named Mundus bribed the priests of Isis to connive in the 
seduction of a Roman matron 
who had resisted all his over- 
tures. When the plot was 
uncovered, the emperor 
Tiberius tore down the temple, 
dumped the cult’s idol into the 
Tiber River, and ran the priests 
and Mundus out of town. 
Religious doctrine was not the 
issue; criminal behavior was. 
The Jews, perhaps deemed 
guilty by association because of 
their eastern origins, were 
expelled at the same time (cf. 
3.57). 

It was an open question to 
the Romans whether some 
religious groups were by 
nature criminal or whether 
commission of specific crimes 
had to be proved against their 
members. The most serious 
charge brought against the 
Christians, however, was sim- 
ply that they refused to be 


Trajan, whose rescript defined Rome’s policy toward loyal citizens and to prove 
Christians their loyalty by performing rit- 


(Photo from Alinari/Art Resource, NY) ual acts, whether they 

believed in them or not. Many 
philosophers of the time belittled the gods as outmoded supersti- 
tions, but they engaged in the sacrifices and offerings which their 
communities made periodically to those gods (Tertullian, Apol. 46.4). 
They were, in modern terms, willing to salute the flag. The Christians 
were not. Christians appeared, to the general public and to the gov- 
ernment, as a deviant and dangerous group. That was why the 
Romans took action against them, sometimes in the form of sponta- 
neous and violent mob action, at other times in an official govern- 
ment persecution (2.257; 4.1). 
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The Romans insisted on state regulation of, and interference in, the 
affairs of religious groups because for them religion was a function of civic 
life, not a private matter. Any religious group needed state approval to 
operate legally, just as any union or guild of tradesmen did. No unlicensed 
group could incorporate itself, maintain a treasury, or carry on its activities 
in public. Christianity’s problem in the first century was to obtain this sort 
of legal recognition without losing the benefits which it enjoyed as a sect 
of Judaism, a cult which had long since come to hold a privileged status 
among the religions of the Empire. 


Christians and the Law: A Case Study 


Sometimes the easiest way to approach a complex issue is to find an 
example which can be analyzed. The smaller parts of the question 
become visible and can be discussed in more manageable portions. We 
can then move from the particular to the more general. Social scien- 
tists call this the case study approach. Pliny’s letter (Ep. 10.96) to the 
emperor Trajan describing his treatment of Christians in the province 
of Bithynia, along with Trajan’s reply (Ep. 10.97), provides a case study 
that illustrates virtually every point of the question of Christians and 
the law under the Roman Empire. Along with a passage in Tacitus, it 1s 
our most valuable non-Christian source of information about early 
Christianity (4.4). The letter was written in a.p. 112 from an area that 
is now north-central Turkey. This document is important enough that 
the text is given in its entirety, along with the emperor’s brief reply, 
known as a rescript (4.3). 


Pliny to the Emperor Trajan: 


It is my custom, my lord, to refer to you all things about which 
I am uncertain. For who is better able to settle my doubts or to 
instruct me when I am ignorant? 

I have never attended a trial of Christians. Therefore I do not 
know what sort of punishments are usually handed out to them 
or their severity; nor do I know for what reasons, or to what extent, 
an inquiry should be made. I am very unsure whether those of dif- 
ferent ages should be treated differently, or if the young should be 
treated the same as the adults. Should forgiveness be granted for 
repentance, or do people who have been Christians at any ume 
gain nothing if they renounce it? Is it the very name “Christian” 
which is to be punished, even if no crime is associated with it, or 
is it the crimes connected with the name? 

For the time being I have taken this approach with those who 
have been accused before me of being Christians. First I ask them 
whether they are Christians. Those who confess I question a sec- 
ond and third time, threatening them with punishment. Those 
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who persist I order to be led away [i. e., for execution]. I have no 
doubt that, whatever it is they’re professing, their stubbornness 
and inflexible obstinacy deserve punishment. Others afflicted with 
similar madness I have put on the list to be sent to Rome [i. e., for 
trial], because they are Roman citizens. 

As a result of my handling of the situation, as usually happens, 
I have encountered a greater varicty of charges and the problem 
has spread. An unsigned pamphlet has been posted, containing 
the names of many people. The ones who denied that they were 
Christians, or ever had been, I decided to excuse, once they had 
called upon the gods, reciting after me, and had made offerings 
with wine and incense to your statue (which I had ordered to be 
set up for this reason alongside the images of the gods). In addi- 
tion, they cursed Christ. I’m told that true Christians cannot be 
forced to do any of those things. 

Others, who had been named by an informer, first said they 
were Christians but soon denied it. Some of them claimed that 
they had ceased to be Christians two or three years ago, others 
several years previously, and a few of them as long as twenty years 
ago. They all worshiped your statue and those of the gods and 
cursed Christ. 

They asserted, moreover, that their only guilt or mistake con- 
sisted of the following: 


* they were accustomed to assemble on a certain day before 
dawn; 


¢ they would sing to Christ as if he were a god, alternating vers- 
es among themselves; 


* they would put themselves under an oath, not to commit any 
sort of crime, but not to commit theft, robbery or adultery, 
not to betray a trust, and not to deny a deposit to one who 
calls for it; 


¢ having completed these rituals, they were in the habit of 
breaking up and then convening again to partake of 
food—common, harmless food. 


They had ceased to do these things after my edict in which, 
according to your orders, I forbade the existence of political 
clubs. This convinced me all the more of the necessity of deter- 
mining the truth by torturing two slave-women, who are called 
deaconesses. I found nothing other than a depraved and extrav- 
agant superstition. 

Therefore I have deferred my investigation and hurried to 
consult you. The matter seems to me worthy of your attention, 
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especially because of the number of persons in danger. Many 
people of every age, every rank, both men and women, are being 
summoned to trial and will be summoned. The contamination 
of this superstition has permeated not only the towns, but also 
the villages and rural areas. It still seems that it can be stopped 
and corrected. It is clear enough that the temples, which had 
been almost desolate for a long timc, have begun to be crowded 
once more, and the sacred rites which had been interrupted are 
being performed again, and flesh of sacrificial victims is being 
sold everywhere, which until recently found only the rarest 
buyer. It is easy to conclude from this what a throng of people 
could be corrected if there is an opportunity for repentance. 


Trajan to Pliny: 

You have done what you ought to, my dear Pliny, in trying the 
cases of those who had been brought to you as Christians. For it 
is impossible for something universally applicable to be estab- 
lished, as if there were a fixed rule. These people must not be 
sought out; if they are brought before you and convicted, they 
must be punished. However, anyone who denies that he is a 
Christian, and gives evidence of this by offering prayers to our 
gods, should be pardoned because of his repentance, no matter 
how suspect he may have been in the past. But pamphlets post- 
ed anonymously ought not to have any place in an accusation. 
They are very bad examples and not characteristic of our age. 


Powers of Governors 


Unless a resident of the Empire lived in Rome itself, he encoun- 
tered the power of the Empire only in its local embodiment, the 
provincial governor. As noted in chapter 3, the Romans began sending 
out governors to their overscas provinces in the third century B.c. 
These men had absolute power over the inhabitants of their provinces 
and command of any troops that might be stationed there. They could 
emend or abolish the laws of a province, or do whatever suited their 
purposes or whims (4.10). It cannot be stressed too strongly that they, 
and the people on thcir staffs, were answerable to no one, except inso- 
far as provincials could bring charges before courts in Rome—a 
lengthy and expensive process. Only under the Empire was some check 
imposed by the fact that most governors were appointed by the emper- 
or and served at his pleasure. Even those chosen by the senate could 
be overruled by the emperor. 

Perhaps the worst example of a provincial official’s abuse of his 
powers can be found in the career of Verres. In 70 B.c. Cicero success- 
fully prosecuted him for extortion while he was governor of Sicily, but 
even earlier, while on the staff of the governor of another province, he 
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had attempted to kidnap and rape the daughter of a provincial family. 
When the young woman’s father and brother, with the help of some 
townspeople, put up a fight, one of the men with Verres was killed. The 


Senate Building (Cutla n in Rome 
{Photo by Howard Vos) 


father and brother were arrested, tried, and convicted of killing the 
man. Verres was a member of the jury that passed judgment, and he 
helped the prosecutors present their case. The father and brother were 
executed (Cicero, Oration IT us. Verres 1.24, 63-83). 

In spite of improvements in treatment of provincials under the 
Empire, “it would be wrong to assume that abuses were infrequent or 
redress easy to secure” (4.5:189). In general, the governors were left 
alone to do as they pleased as long as they did not turn their troops 
against the government in Rome or allow the provincials to revolt. 
They could be “as harsh as they liked as long as they did not take money 
or property from .. . the ordinary provincial subject” (4.54:139). 

The primary ground for complaints about the governors was their 
tendency to take bribes or extort money in return for favorable judg- 
ments in legal cases, as Felix hoped to do with Paul (Acts 24:26). Under 
the late Republic, the problem of extortion became so severe that spe- 
cial courts had to be set up in Rome to allow provincials to take legal 
action against the worst of the governors. The Romans, recognizing the 
importance of maintaining calm in the provinces, made a reasonable 
effort to deal fairly with their subjects. A number of governors were 
convicted and forced to make reparations to the provincials. In one 
case the governor died, but the disgruntled people of his province were 
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allowed to bring legal action against his heirs (Pliny, Ep. 3.9). Imperial 
oversight of the provincial administration improved conditions some- 
what, but cases of extortion and mismanagement still came up in the 
early second century (Pliny, Epp. 5.20; 7.6). 

Maintenance of public order was a top priority of the governors, 
and they or their subordinates would move quickly to squelch trouble 
before it got out of hand, as the town clerk of Ephesus reminded his 
fellow citizens in Acts 19:40 (4.7; 4.9; 4.14). The tribune Claudius 
Lysias reacted to a report that “all Jerusalem was in an uproar” by 
bringing in soldiers to break up the mob attacking Paul (Acts 
21:31-32). He had no interest in the merits of either side of the argu- 
ment and was simply trying to stop a riot. Sometimes a governor had 
to restore order by giving in to provincial demands, as Pilate did in con- 
senting to Jesus’ crucifixion when he saw “that a riot was beginning” 
(Matt. 27:24). 

It is the governor’s function as judge, however, which most con- 
cerns the student of the New Testament, and that role is clearly delin- 
eated in Pliny’s letter. The governor normally traveled around to the 
larger towns in his province (4.6; 4.11-12), hearing cases that might 
have been waiting for him for several weeks or months. Paul had been 
under house arrest in Caesarea for two years, waiting for the governor 
to act (Acts 24:23-27), Persons brought before the governor were 
accused of something; he must determine the charges and whether 
there was basis for a trial. 

Not all governors were legal experts. They had lists of various 
crimes and the penalties normally associated with them, a trou- 
bleshooter’s guide to legal procedure. Such a list was called an ordo. In 
addition, the governor’s power allowed him to deal with cases not on 
the list (extra ordinem) if he felt there was good reason to pursue some 
matter. He was not obliged to do so, as we see when Gallio refused to 
hear the charges against Paul. But Pliny was a meticulous man and a 
cautious bureaucrat, whose correspondence shows him to be con- 
cerned about whether he is doing the wrong thing or not doing some- 
thing needed, and then being called to account by the emperor. If this 
new cult was getting strong enough to draw people away from the wor- 
ship of the traditional gods—which was an important measure of their 
political loyalty, as we will see in chapter 5—Pliny knew he had to take 
some action. 

Underlying all of Pliny’s actions in this case is his imperium, or gen- 
eral grant of power, and in particular his ius gladii, “power of the 
sword,” the power to put people to death (4.8). That was the authority 
by which Pilate condemned Jesus to death. lt was the one power which 
could not be delegated to the governor’s underlings. If an execution 
was ordered, it had to be ordered by the governor himself. This fact 
throws light on Revelation 2:13, addressed to the church at Pergamum 
which “did not deny my faith even in the days of Antipas my witness, my 
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faithful one, who was killed among you” (Rsv). The first three chapters 
of Revelation talk about persecution and trials, but this is the only ref 
erence to a specific person being put to death. And it happened in the 
capital city of the province of Asia, where the governor had his resi- 
dence. 


Criminal Procedures 


The first two paragraphs of Pliny’s letter show how uncertain he was 
of his ground. He had not been present at trials of Christians in Rome, 
a statement which indicates clearly that such things had taken place 
there by that time (4.26), and he does not find anything about 
Christianity in the ordo. Getting messages back and forth between 
Bithynia and Rome would take several weeks (see chapter 9), so Pliny 
acts on his own authority, hoping the emperor will back him up. His 
method conforms to everything we know of Roman legal procedures 
(4.25). 

A case was initiated when someone brought a person physically to 
the magistrate and set out the charges against him. Except in the case 
of highway bandits and revolutionaries (4.24), the Roman government 
did not go out and arrest people. The law was explicit on this point 
(4.28, vol. 1:102): 


If plaintiff summons defendant to court, he shall go. If he docs 
not go, plaintiff shall call witness thereto. Then only shall he take 
the defendant by force. If defendant shirks or takes to his hecls, 
plaintiff shall lay hands on him. If disease or age is an impedi- 
ment, plaintiff shall grant defendant a team; he shall not spread 
the covered carriage with cushions if he does not so desire. 


We must, therefore, discard the image of Roman soldiers knocking 
down doors in the middle of the night to arrest Christians (or anybody 
else). Lodging charges against someone and seeing that the defendant 
appeared before the magistrate were the plaintiff's responsibilities. As 
the Ephesian town clerk noted in Acts 19:38, “If therefore Demetrius and 
the artisans with him have a complaint against anyone, the courts are 
open, and there are proconsuls; let them bring charges there against one 
another.” Any time Paul was tried, he was physically “brought before” the 
magistrates by his accusers. Jesus urged his followers to settle with an 
accuser on the way to court, “or you may be dragged before the judge” 
(Luke 12:58). That was what Jesus’ own enemies knew they had to do. 
That’s why it was important for them to be able to locate and identify 
him. 

Accusations in a Roman court were supposed to follow the pattern 
of a named accuser stepping forth to present charges against another 
person. As Festus said, “It was not the custom of the Romans to hand 
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over anyone before the accused had met the accusers face to face and 
had been given an opportunity to make a defense against the charge” 


(Acts 25:16). But sometimes, especial- 
ly in the provinces, a magistrate might 
hear rumors of a problem that needed 
to be investigated before it got out of 
hand. Legal papyri from Egypt give us 
insight into how criminal investiga- 
tions were handled in at least one 
other province (4.19). Pliny is doing 
nothing out of the ordinary. Like 
every governor, he had the powcr of 
inguisitio, the right to inquire into 
something, whether formal charges 
had been brought or not (see box). 
Such action was usually taken as a 
means of checking on the activities of 
the lower classes. In the case of the 
Christians in Bithynia, “it was Pliny’s 
duty to see that the sources of trouble 
were identified and brought under 
control” (4.20:440). 

Part of Pliny’s procedure in this 
case is based on this power. Wanting 
more information than had been 
revealed by the plaintiffs or defen- 
dants, he tortured two members of 
the group. Those who think that only 
men should hold positions of author- 
ity in the church might note that in 
A.D. 112 there were two deaconesses 
(the Latin word used is ministrae) in 
this particular church (4.18). The 
tortures to which they were subjected 
would be limited only by the ingenu- 
ity of the magistrate. Apuleius 
describes a slave being whipped, 
burned, stretched on the rack, and 
forced to sit on a wooden sawhorse 
with weights on his feet (Golden Ass 
10.10). The fact that these unfortu- 
nate women were slaves and yet held 
positions of authority says something 
important about the mixing of social 


A Christian Reaction 
to Roman Justice 


Trajan wrote back that this group was not 
to be sought after, but if brought in they 
must be punished. What an inevitably con- 
fused decision! He says not to look for 
them, as if they are innocent, and he 
orders them to be punished, as though 
they are guilty. He lets them alone and 
rages against them. He overlooks them but 
punishes them. Why circumvent your own 
judgment? If you condemn them, why not 
look for them? If you don’t fook for them, 
why not also absolve them? The job of 
tracking down bandits is assigned to the 
soldiers in all the provinces. Everyone is a 
soldier against those guilty of treason and 
against public enemies; the investigation is 
extended to their co-conspirators, even to 
accomplices. Christians only may not be 
hunted down, but they can be brought to 
trial, as if hunting down led to anything but 
a trial. So you condemn someone brought 
into court, someone whom nobody wanted 
to be sought out, someone who {I sup- 
pose) really has not merited punishment 
because of his guilt, but because he was 
found when nobody was supposed to be 
looking for him! 


Tertullian, Apology 2.8-9 


classes as well as genders in the early church. They are certainly not the 
only women known to have held important posts in the church in its 


formative years (4.32; cf. Rom. 16:1-15). 
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Once the magistrate had decided to accept a case, he would pro- 
ceed in the manner Pliny followed, Wishing to show that he had 
observed proper procedures in this uncertain business, Pliny reports 
that he interrogated the defendants and decided how they could 
demonstrate their innocence. A simple denial of the charge was not 
sufficient. The Romans rarely used physical evidence or third-party tes- 
timony in a trial]. It was hard to insure the authenticity of documents or 
other physical evidence. In one case Pliny could not even be sure an 
imperial decree was genuine (£pp. 10.58, 10.65). ‘Testimony was con- 
sidered reliable primarily if it was obtained under torture, but Roman 
citizens could not be tortured, Only noncitizens and slaves were subject 
to such cruelty (4.16). 

An important aside to this inquisition is the question of how Pliny 
communicated with the provincials, for it might throw some light on 


Jesus’ confrontation with Pilate. Pliny mentions no interpreters. He 


himself spoke Greek, as any educated Roman of the ume did, and a sim- 
plified version of Greek, known as Koiné, had long been the universal 
language of the eastern Mediterranean world. The Greeks invented the 
word “barbarian” to describe anyone, no matter how cultured, who did 
not speak Greek. The Romans likewise had litde patience with provin- 
cials who did not know either Greek or Latin (4.21). In uncivilized Gaul, 
Caesar found it necessary to use interpreters (Gallic Wars 5.36), but it 
seems that if the provincials could manage Greek, the Romans could 
communicate with them. On the eastern frontier of the empire Ovid 
found that some of his neighbors spoke a very uncultured sort of Greek, 
but “I must make myself understood by gestures. Here I am the barbar- 
ian, unintelligible to anyone” (Tristia 5.10, 36-37). He did eventually 
master enough of the Getic (Gothic, i. e., German) language to wrile 
poetry in it. 

The trial itself consisted of statements first by the accusers and then 
by the defendants or their lawyers (cf. Acts 24:1-21). The speeches 
could be quite lengthy, several hours at times, and often brought in his- 
torical analogies and other material that would be considered irrele- 
vant in a modern court. In onc pocm (6.19) Martial complains that his 
lawyer is spending too much time making comparisons with events 
from history when the case concerns the theft of three of his goats. The 
point of all the rhetoric, though, was not to establish facts, but to sway 
the jury or magistrate to one side or the other. Trials were often held out 
in the open, with bystanders listening in. Lawyers tried to stir up the feel- 
ings of the crowds to convince the jury or magistrate that popular opin- 
ion was on one side or the other. Stephen’s speech in Acts 7 follows this 
pattern. 

A person who refused to respond to his accusers was tossing away 
his only chance to defend himself. Such behavior was almost unheard 
of. That’s why Pilate was so puzzled by Jesus’ silence: “The chief priests 
accused him of many things. Pilate asked him again, ‘Have you no 
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answer? Scc how many charges they bring against you.’ But Jesus made 
no further reply, so that Pilate was amazed” (Mark 15:3-5). The defen- 
dant was not supposed to present any philosophical rationale or justi- 
fication for his actions but to address the question of his guilt or inno- 
cence. In their defense speeches, Christians may have tried to preach 
too much to suit the Romans. Tertullian says that by the late second 
century, they were denied the right to speak at their trials (Apol. 2.2). 

Because evidence and testimony could not establish innocence in 
the case before Pliny, the accused had to do certain things to prove that 
they did not belong to the cult. A governor could impose such require- 
ments under his power of coercitio, the right to compel or force someone 
to submit to his authority. In a letter describing a case which he helped 
try in Rome, Pliny tells how the provincials based their defense on the 
fact that “they were provincials and were compelled by fear to obey every 
order of the governor” (Ep. 3.9, 15). 

Pliny could thus force the persons on trial before him in this case to 
do whatever he felt necessary to establish their innocence. Since atheism 
was one of the charges associated with the name of Christian, the defen- 
dants had to pay homage to the images of the gods, including the emper- 
or, and pronounce a curse on the name of Christ (4.23; 4.29-30). From 
what Pliny had learned of the group, no sincere member of it would do 
or say such things (cf. 1 Cor. 12:3). 

Those who refused to perform these rituals were deemed guilty of 
refusal to obey a governor’s order, if nothing clse. The Christian posi- 
tion that “we must obey God rather than any human authority” (Acts 
5:29) was completely antithetical to the Romans’ understanding of the 
proper order. If the governor (or any other magistrate) gave an order, 
people were expected to obey it or be guilty of contumacia, stubborn- 
ness (2.257; 4.33). 

The Christians on trial here do not seem to have been given an 
opportunity to explain what Christianity was or why it was not criminal 
to be a Christian. The government associated certain illegal activities 
with the group; therefore, confessing inembership in the group was 
admitting to those activities. The debate about guilt “for the name” 
continued into the late second century. Tertullian protested that other 
defendants were tried on the basis of what they had done, Christians 
on the basis of who they were (Apol. 6). Modern scholars are by no 
means in agreement on whether the Romans were persecuting the 
name itself or crimes believed to be inherent in the profession of the 
name. No law known to us specifically prohibited the existence of 
Christianity (4.15; 4.17). 

In this case a procedure was outlined by which the accused could 
disprove the charge, and the penalty for their “crime” was explained to 
them. Pliny states that their stubbornness, if nothing else, deserves 
punishment. This is a remarkable contrast to the attitude he shows in 
his treatment of his own slaves, to whom he was quite humane (1.55). 
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But in the provinces, the Romans expected unquestioning obedience 
to their orders. The Jews, and then the Christians, gave them more 
trouble on this point than all their other subjects combined. 

As Pliny interrogated people accused of being Christians, he began 
to get a picture of what the cult did, largely from information supplied 
by people who had withdrawn from it. He was surprised to learn that 
they did nothing shockingly evil. Their “guilt” consisted in meeting 
before dawn (which was against Roman law), worshiping Christ as 
though he were some sort of god, then taking an oath of some sort. 

This letter is of inestimable importance as an objective source of 
information about the Christians, free of the polemics often generated 
by groups within the church who read their divergent theologies back 
into their accounts of the first-century church (4.27; 4.36). The “oath” or 
sacramentum which the Christians took sounds like the Ten 
Commandments or a summary of the Law, perhaps taken from Mark 
10:19, where Jesus inserts “you shall not defraud” into his summary of the 
Torah. The christological motif in the hymn corresponds well with what 
we know of early Christian hymns from fragments preserved in 
Colossians 1:15-20 and Philippians 2:5-11 (4.1; 4.35). 


Roman Regulation of Groups 


Pliny’s eyes must have widened when he heard that the Christians 
met before it was light and took some sort of oath. This was the heart 
of the new [faith’s problems with the government, because the Romans 
strictly regulated the activities of all sorts of groups or associations, 
known as collegia. Roman officials seem to have been deeply suspicious 
of any group meetings. The earliest collection of Roman laws, the 
Twelve Tables (written ca. 450 b.c.), prohibits groups from meeting at 
night and allows them to make rules governing themselves only so long 
as these do not promote public disorder. 

The Roman government’s attitude toward group meetings Is 
summed up by one of the speakers in Livy’s account of the persecution 
of the cult of Dionysus (39.15): 


Your ancestors did not allow even citizens to assemble for whatev- 
er reason they chose. . . . Whenever a crowd gathered, they 
decreed that someone in authority should preside. What kind of 
assemblies do you think these are? To begin with, they are assem- 
bling at night, and, secondly, men and women are gathering in 
mixed groups, without supervision! 


The Christians would have been guilty of the samme “crimes.” This 
suspicion of the motives of people who wanted to congregate contin- 
ued into imperial times. After a major fire in one of the towns in his 
province, Pliny suggested to Trajan that the townspeople be allowed to 
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start a fire brigade to lessen the danger of another disaster. The num- 
ber of people involved would be kept small, he promised, and “I will 
take care that no onc except firefighters is admitted and that the priv- 
ilege granted is not used for some other purpose” (Ep. 10.33). 

Trajan’s reaction (£p. 10.34) was emphatically negative: “Let us 
bear in mind that that province, and especially the cities, has been trou- 
bled by groups of this sort. Whatever name we give them and whatever 
the reason for their meetings, people who gather for somc purpose 
soon become a political club.” In another case the emperor only reluc- 
tantly allowed the formation of a charitable society, provided “the col- 
lections are not spent on riotous and unlawful gatherings, but to 
relieve the destitute condition of the poor” (Ep. 10.93). 

The government’s attitude may help to explain why Luke was espe- 
cially careful to emphasize that when Paul and a group of Christians 
prolonged a meeting until after midnight “there were many lights in 
the upper chamber” where they had “gathered together to break 
bread” (Acts 20:7-8 Rsv). In other words, it was simply a dinner party 
that went on longer than anticipated because they were enjoying the 
conversation so much. The room was well lighted and not some dark, 
conspiratorial den. People can plot sedition in the daytime, of course, 
but the Romans felt that groups gathering at night had no purpose 
other than something illicit. Why else were they reluctant to be seen by 
their neighbors? 

One way in which criminals or political dissidents of that time 
strengthened their resolution was to swear an oath binding themselves 
together until the deed was committed. The term normally used for 
such an oath was sacramentum, and that is the term Pliny uses in his let- 
ter. An example of what the Romans dreaded can be seen in Acts 
23:12-13: “In the morning the Jews joined in a conspiracy and bound 
themselves by an oath neither to eat nor drink until they had killed 
Paul. There were more than forty who joined in this conspiracy.” Since 
Paul was rescued from their ambush, those men might have starved. 
But the rabbis provided an interpretation to release people from rash 
vows which could not be fulfilled due to unavoidable constraints 
(Mishnah Nedarim 3.3). 

As a Roman governor, Pliny would now have had a lot to worry 
about. Here was an unlicensed collegium, meeting regularly under cover 
of darkness, taking an oath. An oath to do what? That was probably 
Pliny’s next question. He must have been relieved—and puzzled—to dis- 
cover that it was “not to commit any sort of crime, but not to commit 
theft, robbery or adultery, not to betray a trust, and not to deny a deposit 
to one who calls for it.” Obviously he had suspected the Christians of 
criminal intent, but he could find nothing more sinister than a supersti- 
tio. This word was used for cults like that of Dionysus, which the Romans 
tried to keep in check because they exalted the individual against the 
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community. Having categorized it, he knew how to proceed against it 
(4.39). 

In addition to their illegal pre-dawn gathering, this group also held 
an assembly to eat together (4.40). Notice that they had given up that 
practice when Pliny, acting upon Trajan’s instructions, had banned all 
collegea. He is quick to point out that they ate “common, harmless 
food.” This is certainly a reaction to the charge of cannibalism fre- 
quently leveled against the early Christians (Tertullian, Apol 7.1; 
9.11-15). 

The idea that Christians were cannibals may have become current 
from half-understood references to the words of institution in the 
Lord’s Supper: “Take, eat; this is my body... . Drink .. . for this is my 
blood” (Matt. 26:26-28). If one member of a family became a 
Christian and the others had only limited knowledge of what was 
going on, or if someone listened through a wall while Christians met 
in his neighbor’s apartment, such slanders of an unpopular group 
could get started easily enough. Stories of cannibalism do occur in 
Greco-Roman myths, so the charge would not be totally unbelievable 
in this instance. Pliny doesn’t spell out all of that, but he seems 
relieved to lay the rumor to rest. The charge continued, however, to 
be brought against the Christians on into the late second century 
(4.38; cf. Tertullian, Apol. 6). 


informers 


Pliny mentions that he questioned some people who had been 
named by an informer. That word has a traitorous sound to the mod- 
ern ear, but such people played an important part in helping the gov- 
ernment keep tabs on the populace in New Testament times. They 
were necessary because the government lacked police to enforce laws 
(4.44). In early Rome it had been considered the duty of every citizen 
to report wrongdoing and to turn the perpetrators in to the magis- 
trates. These informers (delatores) acted as prosecutors in court cases, 
since the government had no one to carry out that duty (4.43). The 
government encouraged such efforts by awarding the informer a 
fourth of any property or money taken from a convicted person. Before 
we condemn that system, we should recall that if someone today turns 
in a tax-cheater to the U.S. Internal Revenue Service, the informer gets 
10 percent of whatever the IRS recovers. The modern informer, how- 
ever, can perform this “service” only once. 

Under the emperors this system of informers became a network of 
spies (4.45). Slaves in aristocratic households knew they could report bits 
of gossip or conversation overheard while serving dinner, and a suspicious 
emperor like Tiberius or Caligula could distort them into a plot. The most 
trivial actions could lead to a charge of treason: changing clothes beside 
a Statue of the emperor; going into a latrine or brothel while carrying the 
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empcror’s likeness (which was on almost all coins); beating a slave who 
held in his hand a coin bearing the emperor’s image (4.41-42). People 
were actually arrested for these and lesser offenses to the imperial digni- 
ty (Suetonius, 77. 58; Dio Cassius 58, frag. 2). Suetonius says that ‘Tiberius 
especially encouraged informers, and the senate followed his lead: 
“Special awards were decreed for those who brought accusations. . . . 
Whatever an informer said was always believed. Every crime was treated 
as a capital offense, even speaking a few words off-hand” (77. 61). 

This is the role Judas played in Jesus’ arrest. It’s easy for us to con- 
demn Judas, but we should recognize that he was acting in a manner 
not considered altogether reprehensible in his day. Informers made 
the government aware of people who posed some threat to society and 
assisted in their removal. It seemed only reasonable that they should be 
rewarded. That, at least, was the theory. In actual fact, people informed 
on their personal enemies or those whom they wanted out of the way 
to gain some financial or social advantage. Well-to-do people in partic- 
ular lived in daily fear of falling victim to an informer. They never knew 
when some disgruntled slave or political rival might whisper a few mali- 
cious words into a magistrate’s ear. 


Citizenship 


Some of those accused before Pliny were Roman citizens. They 
were treated differently from the provincials, a clear lesson in the value 
of being able to say civis Romanus sum (Lam a Roman citizen). The only 
protection an individual might have against the arbitrary powers of a 
Roman governor, or any other magistrate, was to be a Roman citizen. 
This status conferred three primary benefits (4.48). 


Benefits of Citizenship 


First, citizenship exempted a person from being subjected to tor- 
ture or corporal punishment without a trial (4.49; 5.53). That was the 
basis of Paul’s objection to his treatment in Acts 16:37: “They have beat- 
en us in public, uncondemned, men who are Roman citizens.” That 
experience seems to have taught Paul a lesson. In Acts 22:25 he asks 
before the lash begins to fly, “Is it legal for you to flog a Roman citizen 
who is uncondemned?” (4.54). 

Second, possession of Roman citizenship meant that one was not 
subject to the laws of the individual cities and towns of the empire 
(4.51). These could vary tremendously from place to place because the 
Romans left internal matters to the discretion of each municipality 
(4.52). Travelers could find themselves at the mercy of unknown 
statutes, as did two poor fellows in Petronius’ Satyricon 14-15 in a dis- 
pute over a stolen cloak. Two of Pliny’s letters mention problems which 
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arosc from the freedom of towns in his province to administer their 
own laws (Epp. 10.47; 10.92). 

This privilege was also extended to occasional groups, such as the 
Jews, with a recognized tradition of their own, even though they were 
scattered among the Roman population. The Jews in Alexandria lived 
in a certain quarter of the city, elected their own officials, and judged 
their own legal cases. In other towns as well, though they were less 
numerous, they still had the right to decide matters amang themselves, 
as Gallio reminded them in Acts 18. In the event of a dispute between 
a Roman citizen and the officials of some town, the Roman citizen was 
entitled to have his case heard by a Roman magistrate under Roman 
law. 

The third benefit of Roman citizenship was that it entitled those 
who possessed it to have their legal business conducted in Rome. This 
did not mean, however, that each citizen could have his case heard per- 
sonally by the emperor. Suetonius (Aug. 33) mentions that Augustus 
began a policy of referring citizens’ appeal cases to the city praetor. 
Tacitus (Ann. 13.4) records Nero’s promise that cases from the 
provinces would be heard by a “tribunal of consuls.” Pliny dutifully 
ships the Roman citizens in this case off to Rome, just as Festus did Paul 
(Acts 25). It’s highly unlikely that any of these people were ever tried 
by the emperor personally, but their cases would have been reviewed by 
some highly placed official or pancl (4.50). 


Obtaining Citizenship 

Roman citizenship could be obtained in several ways. A child born 
to citizen parents was automatically a citizen. A slave emancipated by a 
citizen master received citizenship. Some conservatives, like Juvenal, 
objected to the “mongrelization” of the Roman population which 
resulted from this practice, as Syrians, Germans, Egyptians, and others 
were freed and enrolled on the lists of citizens. 

For the student of the New Testament, Paul’s statement that he was 
born a citizen simply moves the question back one generation. How 
did his father become a citizen? No one knows, nor can we know, but 
that has not stopped speculation (4.61). Some early Christian writers, 
like Jerome in his commentary on Philemon, thought Paul’s father had 
done some service to Marc Antony in his effort to put Herod on the 
throne of Judea, but then had moved his family from Judea to Tarsus 
after a war destroyed their hometown. 

Citizenship could be granted by the emperor for services rendered 
to the state or at the request of influential friends. In onc Icttcr Pliny 
asks Trajan to extend citizenship to a doctor whose treatment had 
healed Pliny of a serious ailment (£p. 10.5). At the same time, he 
requests citizenship for two “freedwomen.” Could women be Roman 
citizens? Yes, they could. Although it did not entitle them to vote or 
hold office, they could enjoy the same protection against prosecution 


ROMAN Law AND THE New TESTAMENT 


under the laws of another town or district. In Ep. 10.106, Pliny asks for 
the same status to be granted to the daughter of a soldier. To judge 
from the form of his name, the soldier is already a citizen; any legiti- 
mate children of his would not need a special grant of citizenship. This 
girl may have been his daughter by a common-law marriage with a 
provincial woman. Trajan replies, “I have granted his daughter Roman 
citizenship. I have sent you a copy of the order, which you should give 
to him.” 

That last statement provides a possible answer to an oft-asked ques- 
tion: How did Paul prove he was a Roman citizen? There is no evidence 
that every citizen carried a passport. We do know that soldiers who 
were not citizens when they joined the army were granted that status 
upon retirement and were given a “diploma,” a small bronze plaque 
identifying them and attesting to their citizenship status (4.56). 

For civilians, registration and census lists, of the sort referred to in 
the nativity story in Luke, would indicate the citizenship of the people 
on them. Because these lists were also the basis of their tax collections, 
the Roman bureaucrats worked hard to keep them up to date. From 
the time of Augustus, all Roman citizens were required to register their 
legitimate children. Non-citizens usually registered theirs, too, to fore- 
stall disputes over inheritances. A child not on a registration list would 
have a difficult time establishing a claim to his parents’ property. 
Fragmentary copies of such lists still exist today (4.59). If any question 
arose about an individual’s legal status, a magistrate from another town 
could write to his hometown and inquire about his citizenship. 

Obviously such a procedure would take time. As A. N. Sherwin-White 
says, “There may have been a certain awkwardness in asserting one’s 
Roman status on alien territory” (4.60:149). Paul makes no mention of 
his citizenship except in emergencies. An individual facing a beating, 
such as Paul was, might make a claim of Roman citizenship to forestall 
his punishment. The magistrate (or military officer, in this case) could 
not risk inflicting a beating on a citizen, so he would have to check. If 
the claim proved to be false, the penalties were the same as those for 
forgery, which were severe (4.58). In one instance, Claudius executed 
some men who falsely claimed Roman citizenship (Suetonius, Claud. 
25.3). Paul would not have gained much by making a claim he could 
not substantiate. Knowing that, the tibune accepted his word. 

The tribune’s question to Paul reveals another means by which 
Roman citizenship might be obtained. The standard English transla- 
tion, “It cost me a large sum of money to get my citizenship” (Acts 
22:28), is somewhat misleading. The money which exchanged hands 
was actually a bribe to persuade some imperial secretary or provincial 
governor to put one’s name on the lists of persons to be granted citi- 
zenship. These were presented to the emperor periodically for his 
approval. 
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Normally the fees involved in this transaction were fairly small but 
according to Dio Cassius (ca. A.D. 200) during Claudius’ reign his wife, 
Messalina, who exercised considerable influence over the emperor, 
demanded exorbitant sums from persons who wished to become citi- 
zens. This tribune’s name, Claudius Lysias, indicates that he became a 
citizen under Claudius, since it was the custom for new citizens to take 
the name of the reigning emperor as part of their own. Nero puta stop 
to the practice of extorting money from new citizens and dismissed one 
functionary still attempting to enrich himself this way (Tacitus, Ann. 
14,50). 

Pliny’s letter and Paul’s experience make clear the benefit of obtain- 
ing cilzenship through whatever means (4.55; 4.57). It protected indi- 
viduals from a governor’s death sentence and from torture inflicted to 
gain information or beatings administered as punishment. Roman citi- 
zens could be punished, but for them the judicial process moved much 
slower and they had an opportunity to have their cases heard on several 
levels before action was taken. Citizenship was in fact an individual’s only 
defense against an omnipotent government, which could behead people 
merely for being stubborn. 


Roman Penal Practices 


There were, in either theory or practice, no checks on the govern- 
ment’s power to inflict punishment on persons convicted of crimes. As 
noted in chapter 1, imprisonment was not considered a punishment, 
though people might be detained for a time to await their fate. Fines 
might be levied for minor misdeeds; for most offenses an individual 
could be exiled or put to work in the mines or quarries (4.77). The 
death penalty was meted out for a variety of crimes, from libel to mur- 
der. 

For an aristocrat to be arrested and put to death would bring dis- 
grace on the whole clan. This was an especially important considera- 
tion in a society where reputation loomed so large. Upper-class Roman 
citizens were entitled to a non-public execution, usually by beheading. 
They were also offered the option of committing suicide, and many of 
them—such as Seneca, Lucan, and Petronius, as we’ve already seen— 
availed themselves of the opportunity. We may ask ourselves, why would 
they acquiesce so meekly? Why not run away, or stand and fight? In fact, 
they had nowhere to run, unless they were willing to live among the 
Germans or the Parthians. And they probably could not get that far 
before they were caught. 

On the other hand, if they killed themselves, the emperor would let 
their wills stand—as long as he was mentioned as an heir of at least 
some small sum—and would not confiscate all their property (4.80). 
Thus they could leave something to take care of their families. 
Augustus took particular interest in what people said about him in 
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their wills (Suetonius, Aug. 66.4). Such statements were regarded as 
somehow truer than things said in life (4.66). Suicide was also consid- 
ered an honorable way out of an unmanageable situation, a notion 
which Christians found difficult to eradicate (4.70). When a friend of 


his starved himself to death to escape 
the effects of a lingering, painful ill- 
ness, Pliny (Ep. 1.12, 3) consoled him- 
self that “the highest form of reason- 
ing had led [him] to this decision... . 
He had been suffering for so long 
from such a serious illness that the 
rewards of living, as great as they are, 
were outweighed by his reasons for 
dying.” This concept of the nobility of 
suicide may have become a factor in 
the Christian glorification of martyr- 
dom (4.71; see box). 

The lower classes were not so fortu- 
nate in the manner of their death. 
“Cruel and unusual” punishments 
were not only permitted, they were 
deliberately contrived (4.62; 4.65). 
Some scholars do caution that the 
ancient accounts not be taken too liter- 
ally. Writers opposed to certain emper- 
ors often exaggerated their cruelty 
(4.63). But so much of the literature 
certainly does reveal the Romans’ joy 
in watching victims suffer. Martial’s first 
work, the short book On the Spectacles, 
describes some of the inhuman treat- 
ment inflicted on people sentenced to 
die in the arena. One man was tied up 
in a net and thrown in front of a bull, 
which tossed him around like a toy. 
Another was hung on a cross and had 
his abdomen ripped open by a bear. 

Sometimes the victims were forced 
to reenact mythological stories or leg- 
ends in which a person was killed 
(4.67). One woman, Martial says, was 
forced to play the part of Pasiphae, the 
queen who had intercourse with a bull 
and gave birth to the Minotaur (half 


A Stoic on Suicide 


When some external power has decreed 
your death, you cannot formulate a univer- 
Sally valid rule about whether you should 
await the sentence or anticipate it. Valid 
arguments can be made on both sides. If 
one type of death involves torture, while 
the other is quick and easy, why not opt for 
the latter? When I'm getting ready to sail | 
choose a ship, or if I'm looking for a place 
to live, | choose one house or another. In 
the same way, when | am about to die, | 
should choose the manner of my death. 
Just as a longer life is not necessarily bet- 
ter, thus a longer death is not necessarily 
worse. In death, more than at any other 
time, we ought to indulge the soul. Let it 
depart in whatever way it chooses, 
whether it prefers the sword or the noose 
or some poisonous potion. Let it go ahead 
and break the chains of servitude. We 
ought to live our life so that it meets other 
people’s approval, but our death is for us 
alone. The best form of death is the one 
that satisfies us... . Reason teaches us to 
die as we choose, if at all possible. If not, 
we should die as best we can, and use 
whatever means presents itself to do away 
with ourselves. 


Seneca, Ep. 70 


Pet 


bull/half human). “Whatever fame sings about,” he boasts, “the Arena 
puts on display.” He is referring to the Colosseum in Rome, the largest 
amphitheater in the Empire, but smaller arenas existed all over the 
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Mediterranean world, Apuleius describes a woman being similarly 
debased before her execution in the arena in Corinth (Golden Ass 10.29). 


In addition to the combats of gladi- 
ators and fights between people and 
animals, the Romans staged group exe- 
cutions designed to amuse spectators 
during the breaks in the heavy fighting. 
A favorite spectacle was to have thirty or 
forty condemned people with leather 
helmets which covered their eyes 
brought into the arena. They would be 
armed and turned loose to attack each 
other in a lethal game of blindman's 
bluff. The last one standing was 
freed. Such sights worked the crowds 
into what Augustine called “a frenzy 
of delight” and a “lust for blood” 
(Conf. 6.8). Pagan writers also com- 
plained of the spectators’ savagery 
(see box). 

The crowds at these spectacles 
could be quite large. Pompeii’s 
amphitheater seated 20,000, typical for 
a provincial arena; the Colosseum in 


A Roman Aristocrat Views the Games 


| happened to see the noon-time show. | 
expected a bit of fun, some wit, something 
relaxing, which would give people’s eyes 
rest from human slaughter. It was quite the 
contrary. The fighting that had gone on 
before was merciful by comparison. With all 
the trifling put aside, this was murder, pure 
and simple. The men had nothing to protect 
themselves; they were exposed to blows on 
every part of their bodies. No blow fell with- 
out effect. Many people prefer this to the 
usual pairs of gladiators and to the “special- 
ly requested” bouts. Why wouldn't they? In 
this case there is no helmet or shield to 
ward off the sword. What is the point of 
defensive armor? Why bother with skill? 
Such things just delay death. In the morning 


Rome held about 50,000, and the 
Circus Maximus, over 200,000. A mat- 
ter of special concern was the safety of 
the spectators and their comfort 
(4.81). 

Before the Colosseum was built in 
A.D. 80, games and shows were held in 
the Circus Maximus. It was not the ideal site for such spectacles 
because of its long, bullet-like shape and the presence of the spina, a 
divider that ran the length of the race course. This would block the 
spectators’ view of some of the action. Amphitheaters (the word means 
“seeing from both sides”) offered everyone an unobstructed view of 
the slaughter. 

Awnings, hauled into place by sailors, were stretched over the 
amphitheaters on hot days; advertisements for the games in Pompeii 
mention whether an awning will be provided. Caligula expressed his 
contempt for his subjects by having soldicrs block the entrances to 
an amphitheater he was visiting and ordering the awning pulled 
back, forcing the crowd to swelter in the heat for a while (Suetonius, 
Calig. 26). 

What actually went on in the arenas would be highly offensive to 
modern sensibilities, except perhaps for fans of certain TV talk shows. 
Caligula liked to stage fights between clderly combatants or between 


men are thrown to the lions and bears; at 
noon they’re thrown to the spectators. 


Seneca, Epistle 7.34 
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people with various sorts of physical disabilities (Calg. 26). Apuleius 
( Golden Ass 10.29~32) provides the only connected description we have 
of a day in the amphitheater. 

The entertainment begins with a preliminary diversion, as a troop 
of young men and women in elaborate costumes perform what is called 
the Pyrrhic dance, consisting of intricate weaving of lines and forma- 
tion of complicated shapes by the dancers. 

After the dance comes a mythological reenactment. A stage has 
been constructed in the middle of the amphitheater representing a 
mountain, complete with sod and trees and a stream bubbling down 
the side. A herd of goats is cropping the grass, tended by an actor cos- 
tumed as Paris, the Trojan prince. The audience would have known the 
whole story, so their only pleasure would come from how it was staged. 

A lad representing Hermes, messenger of the gods, delivers a gold- 
en apple to Paris. By his gestures he indicates that Paris is to decide 
which of the three chief goddesses—Hera, Athena, and Aphrodite—is 
the fairest and the winner of the apple. The women playing the god- 
desses each make their entry, dancing to a type of music appropriate to 
their nature and accompanied by various attendants. Naked little boys 
representing Cupid escort Aphrodite. Each goddess promises Paris 
some desirable bribe if he will name her the fairest. Aphrodite, as the 
goddess of love, is nude except for a diaphanous scarf; she dances very 
suggestively, to the great delight of the audience. Paris decides in her 
favor. In return she promises him the most beautiful woman in the 
world as his bride. (This proves to be Helen, who was, inconveniently, 
already married to Menelaus, king of Sparta. According to the myth, 
Paris’s kidnapping of Helen led to the Trojan War.) 

Upon the end of this spectacle the crowd is more than ready for the 
main event of the show. In this case the main feature would be the exe- 
cution of a woman convicted of poisoning her husband, daughter, sis- 
ter-in-law, and two others. She would be put in a cage in the center of 
the arena and forced to have intercourse with a donkey. A hungry lion 
would then be put into the cage with them. It mattered little which one 
the lion ate first, although this might be an occasion for wagering. 

Not all victims in the arenas were criminals. Some gladiators and 
chariot drivers were slaves or professional athletes, who earned cnor- 
mous sums of money and enjoyed a popular following similar to that of 
modern celebrities (4.74; 4.79). Their banquets before the games were 
legendary (Apuleius Golden Ass 2.15). Some Christians claimed that 
since some fighters performed willingly, this justified their continued 
attendance at the spectacles after their conversion to the faith. They 
enjoyed, almost to the point of addiction, the chariot races, mock naval 
battles, obscene plays, and other entertainments which the govern- 
ment or wealthy individuals regularly sponsored. In the late second 
century, Tertullian criticized Christians who persisted in their love of 
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these shows because they could find no explicit scriptural prohibition 
of them. One will not find a commandment “thou shalt not attend the 
spectacles,” but their sinful nature, he argues, and their association 
with the worship of the pagan gods 
should be enough to make them 
unacceptable to believers (On the 


Spectacles 3). Thoughtful Jews also Christian Eagerness 


expressed reservations about the for Martyrdom 
morality of the games (4.64). 

But habit was hard to break, and | long for the wild beasts that are waiting 
the games’ function as a means of cxc- | for me, and | pray that they will be eager 


cuung condemned criminals was not 
easy to dispense with. Even after the 
emperor Constantine’s conversion to 
Christianity in the early fourth centu- 
ry, the spectacles continued. In the 
late fourth century Augustine admit- 


to attack me. If not, | will incite them to 
devour me quickly. Sometimes they have 
left people untouched from fear [perhaps 
from crowd noise]. Even if they are reluc- 
tant to attack of their own accord, ! will 


ted his own attraction to plays (Conf compel them to do it. Do this favor for me. 
3.2) and with some difficulty cured a | know what | need, for | am just beginning 
friend of his “special madness” for to be a disciple. | pray that nothing on 
gladiatorial shows (Conf. 6.7-8). heaven or earth will prevent me from 
Constantine tried to ban gladiatorial attaining the goal of Jesus Christ. Let me 
games in A.D. 325, but popular be subjected to fire, the cross, fights with 
demand kept them going. In a.p. 404 wild beasts, having my body cut and torn 


a monk named Telemachus jumped apart on the rack, my limbs mangled, my 
into the arena in Rome and broke up whole body crushed—any of the devil's 


qungh Deneesm te giadiaters, one cruel tortures—just as long as | attain the 
spectators were so annoyed by the 
goal of Jesus Christ! 


interruption of their sport that they 
tore Telemachus to bits. The emperor Ignatius, To the Romans 5 
Theodosius, a Christian, was disturbed 
by the crowd’s blood lust and out 
lawed any further combats. Other 
forms of public entertainment did not survive long after that in the 
West because of the Germanic invasions of the Empire. 

Nothing in Pliny’s letter suggests what fate awaited the Roman cit- 
izens whom he sent back to Rome for trial but we can assume they 
ended up in the arena. A Christian source from Trajan’s reign lets us see 
this process from the other side. Ignatius, bishop of Antioch, was sent to 
Rome around a.p. 108 During his journey he wrote letters to various 
churches, including one to Rome, in which he explained his cagerness 
for martyrdom (see box). This eagerness for martyrdom characterized 
many of the early Christian victimns of persecution and befuddled their 
captors (4.73; 4.75). 

The violence which people witnessed in the arenas typified first-cen- 
tury life. In large cities criminals ruled the streets after dark. Even 
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“law-abiding” citizens were given to settling disputes out of court with 
their fists. Abuse of wives and slaves appears to have been commonplace. 
Christians—if they took Jesus’ teachings about nonviolence seriously 
(Matt. 5:38-39)—placed themselves at odds with their society and could 
leave themselves defenseless. 

Christian writers objected not only to the mayhem of the arenas but 
also to the violence inherent in military service, though in the first cen- 
tury the latter was not a major concern. At that time citizens seldom 
served in the army; soldiers were mercenaries, often from the frontier 
provinces. Paul could use military analogies (Eph. 6:10-17) without 
cmbarrassment. In the second and third centuries, as the Empire 
declined, more citizens turned to military service and Christians began 
to wrestle more earnestly with the ethical issues involved (4.68; 4.71). 


Trajan’s Reply and Imperial Policy 

Though there is some evidence to suggest that the Romans con- 
demned criminals to the arena rather hastily to meet public demand for 
the spectacles, Trajan’s approach to the problem of the Christians was 
not heavy-handed (4.96-97). In his reply he makes it clear that the 
Romans followed a case-by-case approach to dealing with the group, “for 
iL is impossible for something universally applicable to be established, as 
if there were a fixed rule.” That’s how Trajan approached most problems 
(Pliny, Ep. 10.69). He forbids Pliny to pursue the sect. The Romans sim- 
ply did not have the manpower to bother with ferreting out people 
devoted to some “wretched cult” (superstztzo is Pliny’s Latin word for it). 

The emperor makes it clear, however, that conviction of being a 
Christian, without any crime associated with that name, is sufficient 
grounds for punishment. That became the guiding principle in the 
Romans’ dealings with the Christians. They may not have been certain 
what Christians were or what they did, but they knew that the very 
name itself deserved official condemnation. There need not be proof 
of a crime committed; confession of the name itself became a crime 
(4.90-91; 4.93; 4.95). The only way to establish one’s innocence was to 
engage in a ritual like the one prescribed by Pliny. 

Such an imperial reply, known as a rescript, became a precedent for 
later governors in that province. The rescripts of one emperor carried 
over into the next reign (Pliny, £p. 10.65). If the circumstances were sim- 
ilar, a rescript might be used as a guideline in other provinces as well but 
that principle was slow in developing. Trajan specifically says in one let- 
ter to Pliny that two of Domitian’s rescripts, “which probably ought to be 
followed,” did nat specifically cover Bithynia (£p. 10.66). In effect, Rome 
had no legislation that applied across the Empire. One reason for that 
was their basic theory of law, which saw it as a tool for protecting the 
interests of the upper classes, While they developed private law to a level 
it did not regain until the nineteenth century (4.89), they did little to 
promote criminal law. Decisions in that realm always remained in the 
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hands of magistrates and thus continued to be ad hoc and arbitrary 
(4.105; 8.23). 


The Roman Theory of Law 


Underlying Pliny’s letter and the legal questions in the New 
Testament is the Roman view that each group of people, each nation, 
had its own law. The term ius gentium (law of the nations) expresses this 
concept that the influence of a set of laws extends to the boundaries of 
the people who enacted them. 

Each nation made its own laws by its own methods. The Jews had their 
laws clearly set down by Moses, with the Pharisees as interpreters. For the 
Romans, laws were made first by the popular assembly, by decrees of the 
senate, or by magistrates’ edicts. Under the Empire the people’s legisla- 
live powers passed to the senate, and the senate issued only decrees which 
the emperors approved. The emperors’ decisions in judicial matters and 
their rescripts to provincial governors came to have the effect of law, 
though slowly and always with some uncertainty as to how widely they 
applied. The result was that “Rome did not .. . impose a unitary system of 
legal institutions like a giant dishcover upon all these diverse sets of peo- 
ple. Their legal relationships inside their own communities went on in 
most ways as before” (8.23:11). 

Because of the notion of laws as limited to the nation or ethnic group 
which originated them, two groups of people could live in the same area 
under two sets of laws (4.101). The Jews of Alexandria decided their own 
legal cases without reference to the laws of the Greeks who surrounded 
them. Gallio extended the same privilege to the Jews in Corinth (Acts 
18:15). In Rome during its republican days, as larger numbers of for- 
eigners were attracted to the commercial opportunities of the city, they 
brought their ways of doing things with them. The Romanis set up a new 
office, the praetor peregrinus (judge for foreigners) , who handled cases in 
which the ius gentium came into conflict with Rome’s law. Roman law 
always prevailed, of course, but some cases, especially those involving 
contracts between Romans and foreigners, required careful scrutiny to 
avoid alienating a growing sector of the city’s population.’ 

As they became better acquainted with laws of other nations, the 
Romans adapted some of them to their own needs, especially from the 
Greeks. This led them to see that certain common characteristics under- 
lay the laws of most civilized peoples (4.98). By the mid-first century A.D., 
some Roman jurists were talking about a “natural law,” of which the laws 
of the various nations were but imperfect manifestations (4.100). The 
Stoic philosophy so popular in Rome propagated the idea of natura) law 
existing in each person like a seed or a spark which must be nurtured 
(4.99). Paul is close to this notion when he says (Rom, 2:14-15), “When 
Gentiles, who do not possess the law, do instinctively what the law 
requires . . . they show that what the law requires is written on their 
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hearts.” Nor is James’ reference to the “perfect law, the law of liberty” 
(1:25) too far removed from what Roman philosophers and legal the- 
orists of that day were saying about law in general. 


Rome Versus the Christians 


A major part of the Christians’ problems with the government 
stemmed from Rome’s theory and administration of law. An over- 
worked bureaucracy was reluctant to tackle yet another problem but 
unwilling to let a potentially dangerous group grow unchecked. The 
legal measures by which the government regulated groups and con- 
trolled the provinces favored Roman citizens, and not many carly 
Christians held that privileged status. During the first century of the 
church’s existence, decisions about its status were made on a 
case-by-case basis, so the Christians were never quite sure how they 
would be treated if brought to trial. One governor might dismiss the 
whole matter, while another would choose to inflict heavy damage on 
the Christian community in his province (4.94). This arbitrary treat- 
ment led to understandable resentment on the part of the Christians 
and a view of the government as evil (4.102-103). 

Once established in their own minds and in the public perception 
as distinct from the Jews, the Christians, except for those individuals 
who possessed Roman citizenship, were defenseless against Roman law. 
Their only hope lay in convincing the government that they were not 
some cannibalistic, treasonous society but were a new expression of 
religious faith, deserving of a legal place among the dozens of other 
groups active in the Empire at that time (2.289). They continued to be 
regarded, however, as a group of people who stubbornly refused. to see 
the light of reason (4.105; 4.107). 

In the early second century, the Christians took a more aggressive 
stance in defending themselves against mob violence and government 
persecution and began to argue publicly for the superiority of their 
faith (4.106). Athenagoras maintaimed that Old Testament worthies 
such as Noah and Abraham, who lived before the Mosaic covenant was 
established, were proto-Christians. Christianity therefore could claim 
legitimacy because of its antiquity, a crucial positive point in the 
Greco-Roman understanding of a religion. 

The Epistle to Diognetus, another second-century defense of the 
new faith, portrays Christians as sober citizens (5.10-17). Its anony- 
mous author claims that Christians 


obey the established laws, and in their personal lives even surpass 
the laws. They love everyone and are persecuted by everyone. They 
are unknown and yet they are condemned. . . . They are attacked 
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as foreigners by the Jews and are persecuted by the Greeks, and 
those who hate them cannat give a reason for their hostility. 


But, in spite of such arguments, the Christians did not fit the 
Roman definition of a religion (4.104), which we’ll discuss further in 
the next chapter. On the contrary, they appeared to be a dangerous 
political society, so they could not gain legal standing before the law as 
a group. Their only hope for protection under the law lay in whatever 
rights individual Christians may have been able to claim as citizens. 


Notes 


1. This principle is not entirely ancient. I recently saw a newspaper 
article describing how a lawyer in Los Angeles had proposed that 
his client, a Laotian, be tried under the laws of his tribe from the 
hills of Laos. The man had acted, his lawyer claimed, as he 
should have under those laws, if not under US. law. 
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CHAPTER i 


GRECO~ 
ROMAN 
RELIGION 


Introduction 


Tue NEW TESTAMENT, except for Luke-Acts, was written by Jews— 
however Hellenized they may have been—but its audience was primar- 
ily Greco-Roman. The gospel it proclaimed competed with the many 
religious cults and philosophical schools which flourished during the 
first century A.D. As Paul discovered in Athens (Acts 17:18), the people 
who heard the gospel often understood it in terms of their own reli- 
gious experience (5.1). Jesus and the resurrection seemed to them to 
be two divinities, one male and one female.’ This pattern of a goddess 
and her consort was familiar to Paul’s audience from the mystery cults 
which featured gods who died and rose again, often with the help of a 
goddess (5.10; 5.13). A big challenge for the early church was to main- 
tain the integrity of its message while making it intelligible to people 
whose religious and philosophical ideas had been centuries in the mak- 
ing and often offered stiff resistance (5.2). 

In dealing with both religion and philosophy (see chapter 6), it is 
appropriate to discuss the systems of the Greeks and Romans together 
because the Romans borrowed most of their religious practices from 
the Greeks and never had a philosophical system other than what was 
taken over wholesale from Greece. This was part of a larger process of 
Greek influence on all facets of Roman culture, which some Romans 
welcomed heartily but which others saw as evidence of decline. 

However, in what appears to us a curious reversal of roles, the 
Greco-Roman religions tolerated one another while the philosophical 
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schools nurtured long and bitter disputes. Such arguments arose 
because “philosophers maintained various factual propositions about 
the world—that it was made of ‘breath’ or atoms, that it was finite or 
infinite, and so on—whereas ancient religions only presupposed the 
existence of forces capable of being persuaded by prayer and sacrifice” 


A Roman Rationalist’s 
View of the Gods 


The philosophers’ opinions of the gods are 
little more than the ravings of madmen. No 
less absurd are the spoutings of the poets, 
which are insidious because of their 
charm. The poets depict the gods as 
inflamed by anger and raging with lust and 
have crafted, for us to see, their wars, bat- 
tles, and wounds, as well as their hatreds, 
their feuds, their quarrels, their mouming, 
their license, their adultery, their bondage, 
their couplings with humans, and the mor- 
tals born from immortals—all poured out in 
utter lack of restraint. With these mistakes 
of the poets can be linked the monstrosi- 
ties of the Magi and the demented myths 
of the Egyptians, as well as the opinions of 
the crowd, which are a mass of inconsis- 


(5.8:3). These religions had no sys- 
tematic doctrines but only engaged in 
certain rituals designed to put the 
gods in a favorable mood. Thus there 
was no basis for disagreement among 
them. The philosophers, however, 
defended their well-defined positions 
tenaciously. In fact, the word heresy 
originally meant a difference of opin- 
ion among philosophers. 

In religion and philosophy, as in 
most other fields, the Romans stood 
in awe of the Greeks’ achievements 
(5.7). As H. J. Rose says, the Romans’ 
“theology and philosophy, when they 
had. such things at all, were simplified 
adaptations of Greek thought” 
(5.11:157). The Romans identified 
their native divinities with Greek gods 
which served similar functions. In 
their early days, the Romans seem not 
to have created images of their gods 
(5.11:169), but their love of Greek art 
soon led them to adopt the practice of 


representing their gods in sculpture 
and painting (5.9). The religious 
impulses of the Greeks and Romans 
manifested themselves in several dif- 
ferent types of cults, some of which 
crossed socio-economic classes. Philosophy remained largely the indul- 
gence of an intellectual elite. 


tencies based on ignorance. 


Cicero, On the Nature of the Gods 1.16 


The Olympian Deities 


By the first century A.p., Greco-Roman religion had developed far 
beyond the fanciful anthropomorphic myths of Homer’s day (ca. 750 
B.C.), about twelve gods with human characteristics living on Mount 
Olympus. Even Plato, in the fourth century B.c., had objected to the lack 
of positive moral values in those tales, which featured petulant gods and 
goddesses seducing mortals, deceiving one another, and behaving like 
children when they were offended by mankind. Few educated people 
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took the old Olympian religion seriously by Plato’s period, and open 
skepticism prevailed among the upper classes by Roman times (5.15; 
5.24; 5.28; 5.35—- 36; 5.38; see box). Plutarch could advise his readers 
“not to believe that any of these stories actually happened” (Isis and 
Osiris 355b). The Olympians may have originally been associated with 
gods of the twelve months of the year, but no one remembered that by 
Roman times (5.26). 

The notion of the gods as having human form seems to have been 
one of the last vestiges of the Olympian cults to be discarded. Just a 
generation before the birth of Christ, Cicero could still assert that “the 
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An altar to an unknown god 
(Photo by Howard Vos) 


notion of a god without a body is incomprehensible, for a bodyless 
deity would of necessity lack sensation, and also wisdom and pleasure; 
all of these things are comprised in our conception of deity” (The 
Nature of the Gods 1.12). Even among Christians of the first few centurles 
A.b. this notion of a corporeal deity seems not to have entirely disap- 
peared (5.29). 

Among the populace at large, belief in the old gods seems to 
have lingered into the last few centuries before Christ (5.18; 5.27), 
although mixed with elements of magic, ruler cult, consciousness of 
the individual, and the syncretism of philosophy and religion which 
characterized the Hellenistic period (5.21). Some maintain that it 
was still a vital force (5.41). Evidence for that contention is found in 
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the New Testament. When Paul and Barnabas healed a lame man in 
Lystra, they were hailed as Zeus and Hermes and could scarcely 
restrain the people from offering sacrifices to them (Acts 14:8-18). 
For most people, though, the worship of the Olympians was merely 
the official state cult, and conformity to it served as a test of an indi- 
vidual’s patriotism. That was precisely the use that Pliny as governor 
made of it in the trials of the Christians in Bithynia, as we saw in chap- 
ter 4. 

The Olympian deities (Jupiter/Zeus, Juno/Hera, Minerva/Athena, 
Apollo, et al.) did not relate to their worshipers on a personal level. They 
were the gods and goddesses of a 
clan, tribe, or eventually a city. 
Their concern was for the group, 
and their worship was a function of 
the state. Temples were built and 
maintained by the state, priests 
were appointed or clected by the 
state, and the festivals were public 
holidays (5.32; 5.34). An individual 
was not expected to “believe in” a 
divinity in order to worship him or 
her (5.31; 5.37). Participation in 
the cult was expected becausc it 
demonstrated one’s loyally to the 
state. Nor were the gods exclusive. 
A city could worship Jupiter along- 
side Apollo with no conflict. The 
more gods a city worshiped, the 
better its chances of divine favor. 
Paul even says that Athens had an 
altar “to an unknown god,” just to 
cover all bases (Acts 17:16—23). 
Similar ancicnt references in the 
plural have been found, to 
unknown gods. 

Given that mind-set, it’s little 
wonder that the Romans had diffi- 
culty understanding the Christian 
position. The Christians were mak- 
ing a religious profession by refus- 
ing to worship the gods and the 
image of the emperor; the 
Romans perceived it as an unpatriotic withdrawal from a civic duty. An 
analogy can be made to the current attitude toward the Jchovah’s 
Witnesses. Children of this sect are sometimes ridiculed by their 
schoolmates for their refusal to recite the pledge of allegiance to the 
flag. They refuse to do this because they believe their only loyalty is to 
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Temple to Jupiter, in Baalbek, from the Roman era 
(Photo by Gustav Jeeninga) 
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God. But what they intend as a religious act is often interpreted as a 
lack of patriotism. 

If the Olympian gods were concerned only with the prosperity of the 
group as a whole, what benefit did the individual worshiper derive from 
this religion? Very little, actually. He or she would presumably benefit 
from the protection which the god accorded the state, but tne influence 
of the god on the daily life of an individual was negligible. In times of dis- 
tress, people made extra offerings to secure healing or financial bless- 
ings, but such things could be obtained only through bargaining with the 
god. If what was asked for was not granted, the worshiper could only 
assume that the offerings were insufficient or that some detail of the rit- 
ual had not been properly observed, thus invalidating the whole process. 

Sometimes it was dangerous to pray to these gods, for they could 
be spiteful, even malicious. Some myths tell of them granting a peti- 
tioner’s wishes when they knew the gift would have disastrous results. 
Or they could conceive an implacable hatred of a person who had, 
even inadvertently, offended them in some way. They objected to 
hybris, excess or lack of moderation in anything, whether something 
like wealth or power which a person had accumulated, or innate phys- 
ical attributes. There is, sad to say, no Greco-Roman myth which 
emphasizes the mercy of the gods. Over them was a Fate (Moira) from 
which not even the gods could escape. 

The Olympian gods did not hold out to the individual any hope of 
a pleasant afterlife either. In book 11 of the Odyssey, Homer describes 
the gray, semiconscious souls (psyché in Greek) of the dead drifting 
around in the underworld (5.30). Achilles tells the visiting Odysseus 
that it’s better to be a humble farmer’s slave on the surface of the earth 
than to be the king of the underworld (5.39). 

Most Greeks and Romans hoped to gain immortality by leaving 
sons (daughters didn’t count) to carry on their names or by achieving 
glory in their military, political, or artistic endeavors so their fame 
would live after them. The Stoic philosophy so popular among 
upper-class Romans denied any conscious existence after death (5.14). 
As Pliny said when reflecting on the death of a friend, “Because a long 
life is denied us, we should leave something behind to testify that we 
have lived” (dp. 3.7). In other letters he denies that there is any immor- 
tality except that achieved by fame during this lifetime (Epp. 5.8, 9.3). 
His uncle and adoptive father, the elder Pliny, also denied any exis- 
tence after death (Nat. Hist. '7.55.188-190). Many tombstones express 
this apparently widespread pessimism, though one must use such evi- 
dence cautiously (5.17; 5.23; 5.25). 


Emperor Cult 


Next below the gods in status and power in the Roman world were 
the emperors. One ancient interpretation of the Greek myths even 
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held that the gods were only magnified memories of early kings. If, by 
the first century 4.D., the gods were seen as powerless, the adoration of 
the emperors seemed to shore up religious faith (5.55). 

The Greeks did not worship their rulers, but many castern cultures 
did, such as the Persians and Egyptians. When Alexander the Great 
conquered those countries around 330 B.c., he took on the trappings 
of the defeated monarchies to make it easier for his new subjects to 
comprehend who he was. Even though not all the Greek city-states 
were democratic, none of them had a place for kings in their systems. 
Being a “god-man” enabled Alexander to assert his authority over 
them, too. Aristotle, Alexander’s tutor, even argued that a man who 
brought order to a state and demonstrated his authority over it “should 
be considered a god among men” (Pol. 1284a). By the time the Romans 
conquered the Greeks in the mid-second century B.c., the idea of the 
divine ruler was widely accepted in the eastern Mediterranean (5.62). 

Julius Caesar was the first Roman accorded such an honor, and 
then it was posthumous. At the request of Augustus, his adoptive father 
was “deified,” declared by the Roman Senate to be divine, and a tem- 
ple was built in his honor. Later Augustus allowed his own “genius” or 
protective spirit to be worshiped along with the goddess Roma, but 
only in the eastern provinces (5.54). He knew the people of the west- 
ern Empire were not yet ready to accept such a status for a living per- 
son, though they did eventually participate in the cult (5.49). 

Part of the problem of acceptance centered on the words used. The 
Greeks applied the word thetos (godlike) to living and dead persons, It 
suggested someone of higher than mortal status but not fully equal to 
a god. The nearest Latin equivalent, divus (deified), could be applied 
only to the dead (5.61). Augustus had the political savvy to allow his 
subjects to render him this homage if they were comfortable with it but 
not to insist on it if it was alien to their world view. Tiberius followed 
the same policy. 

The mentally unbalanced Caligula, however, decided that he was a 
god and demanded that he be addressed as dominus et deus (“master 
and god”), two words which came to have enormous implications for 
Christians (5.65). Their reluctance to use the utle deus for anyone 
other than God is easily understood. Dominus was the Latin term nor- 
mally used by slaves for their owners. Christians chose it to translate the 
Greek kyrios (Lord) of the Septuagint, and it was a term they did not 
like to use in any other context (5.46). Fortunately for the Christians, 
no other emperor insisted on being addressed by those terms unul 
Domitian at the end of the first century (5.42; 5.58). After his reign, 
they became common forms of flattery as the Roman principate grew 
increasingly dictatorial. The emperor cult was particularly strong in 
Asia Minor, where Christianity also experienced its first rapid growth 


(5.56; 5.62). 
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Upper-class Romans did not really “believe in” the emperors as 
gods, any more than they believed in the gods (5.45). Vespasian’s dying 
words were a joke about this process of deification: “Oh my, I think I’m 
becoming a god” (Suctonius, Vesp. 23). Emperor worship was largely a 
means of impressing the masses. Some evidence suggests that less edu- 
cated people may have taken the divinity of the emperors more seri- 
ously than we would expect (5.66). Stories of miracles performed by 
the emperors were circulated, even when known to be untrue (5.64). 
Vespasian was alleged to have healed a blind man and a lame man, and 
he did nothing to squelch the rumors (Suetonius, Vesp. 7). In some 
places the emperors were worshiped as part of mystery rites, which will 
be discussed below (5.59). But, even if it was not a genuine religious 
observance, emperor worship was taken seriously as a test of political 
loyalty (5.52; 5.63). It was that facet of it which caused such problems 
for the early church and which is reflected in some New Testament 
documents (5.43-44). Some scholars feel that the accounts of the deifi- 
cation of the emperor, also known as an apotheosis, may have influenced 
early Christology (5.53). 


Miracles, Magic, and Holy Men 


Stories such as Vespasian’s healing of the blind and lame may have 
been conscious public relations ploys, but they succeeded because the 
popular mentality of the time accepted the possibility of such things 
happening. Serious writers such as Tacitus and Suetonius regularly 
report supernatural occurrences and omens. They express no reserva- 
tions about the authenticity of such accounts, out of a desire to appeal 
to their readers, out of fear of censorship, or out of genuine belief on 
their own part (5.87). Some of the storics told by pagan historians bear 
more than passing resemblances to the miracles in the Gospels. The 
Christians also attempted to turn some of the pagans’ terminology 
back on them (5.68). 

Miracles were considered plausible because good and evil spirits 
were believed to be everywhere. Onc of Petronius’ characters cautions 
another that “our region is so filled with spirits that it’s easier to trip 
over a god than a man” (Satyr. 17). Nor were these watchful powers 
merely neutral observers. They caused strange things to happen and 
sometimes dwelt in the bodies of men and women. The Greek word 
daimon was originally applied to any such spirit; only in the hands of the 
Christians did it acquire a negative connotation (5.80). 

Most people preferred to keep these spirits at arm’s length, 
because they were not always predictable. One that appearcd friend- 
ly and manageable could prove to be disastrous. Magic provided the 
surest means of warding off the evil spirits and obtaining help from 
the good ones (5.81), but it could be used only by skilled practition- 
ers, as Lucius found out in Apuleius’ Golden Ass, when he was turned 
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into a donkey while meddling with magic potions. In the popular mind 
the Jews were linked with magic, perhaps because so much remained 
unknown about their religion and because their language, written with 
different characters, seemed so arcane, just as Nordic runes do today. 

Early Christians made use of such secret symbols. A fish, drawn over 
a doorpost perhaps, could mark a Christian home or meeting place. 
The Greek word for fish, ichihus, was spelled with the Greek letters iota, 
chi, theta, upsilon, and sigma, which Christians used as an acrostic for 
the phrase Iesus Christos Theou Uios Soter, “Jesus Christ, God’s Son, 
Savior.” Another symbol possibly used by Christians was the ROTAS- 
SATOR square. It was written in the following form: 


ROTAS 
OPERA 
TENET 
AREPO 
SA TOR 


This pattern has been found in various places around the Roman 
world, including two occurrences in Pompeii, where it must have been 
inscribed before the eruption of Vesuvius in a.p. 79 It appears to spell 
out a nonsense phrase, but the letters can be rearranged to spell out 
“Pater noster,” the beginning of the Lord’s prayer in Latin, in a cross 
shape with the single N forming the point of intersection. Two A’s and 
two O’s are left over, suggesting Alpha and Omega in Greek: 


A T O 
as 
R 
PATERNOSTER 


O 
S 
A al O 
E 
R 


Some scholars hold it as a Christian symbol, but others attribute it 
to coincidence, or to Jewish, or even Mithraic, origins (5.74; 5.89). 

Ancient magic spells often contain garbled versions of Hebrew 
words.” Such spells invoked the aid of divine powers to obtain some 
material good or punish an enemy. The deity most frequently called 
upon was Hecate, called the “triform goddess” because she was thought 
to have power in the air, on earth, and in the sea. Books of magic spells 
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were enormously popular in the first century a.p. (5.88). They were 
sometimes called “Ephesian writings” because so many of them were 
produced in Ephesus. In that very city, Paul won one of Christianity’s 
most impressive early victories over this demonic mind-set (Acts 
19:11—21). He was able to cast out evil spirits and heal the sick, even 
indirectly by the use of handkerchiefs which he had touched (5.72: 
5.95). Other exorcists who tried to use the name of Jesus were rebuffed 
by the spirits. News of Paul’s superior power inspired fear among the 
superstitious Ephesians. Many of them divulged the secrets of their 
mysterious practices and burned their books. This was the beginning 
of a long and important Christian presence in Ephesus (5.93). 

In this story Paul plays the role of a holy man, filled with a good 
spirit which enables him to discern the presence of evil and overcome 
it, as in his encounter with the magician Bar-Jesus on Cyprus (Acts 
13:6-12). This notion was not alien to the Greco-Roman mind. 
Apollonius of Tyana, a philosopher and mystic whose life spanned 
almost the entire first century, was believed to be possessed by a benign 
spirit (5.73; 6.169). According to his biographer, Philostratus, he 
healed a demoniac boy and various lame, blind, and paralytic people 
(Life of Apollonius 3.38-39), stopped a plague by recognizing a demon 
disguised as a blind beggar and by urging the Ephesians to stone him 
(4.10), and raised a girl from the dead (4.45). By the late second cen- 
tury, he was being venerated in many towns, and some pagans made 
him a cult figure rivaling Jesus, who was also depicted in some circles 
as more magician than savior (5.78; 5.92). Hellenistic Jews like Philo of 
Alexandria reinterpreted Moses in similar terms during this period, on 
the basis of Exodus 7:1: “See, I have made you like God to Pharaoh” 
(5,94). 

Because their gods were simply exaggerated, immortal humans, 
the Greeks and Romans did not conccive of a great gulf fixed between 
gods and men (5,84). It was as easy for a god to become a human as 
for a human to become a god. The divine man (theios aner in Greek) 
was a real possibility in such a world view (5.71). Philo used that very 
phrase to describe Moses, and some elements of the early church’s 
description of Jesus resemble the divine men of pagan stories 
(5.69-70; 5.79). In some cases, such as that of Apollonius, the account 
of a holy man’s life was not committed to writing until after the 
Gospels had been written. The stories told about Apollonius are at sev- 
eral points obviously influenced by stories about Jesus, not the other 
way around (6.164; 6.167). 

The fact remains, however, that the notion of a theios aner was part 
of the intellectual baggage of the first-century world. Whenever an 
extraordinary individual camc along, one like Alexander the Great, 
who did things beyond normal human ability, the easicst conclusion 
was that he must have been at least partly a god (5.85). Lacking an 
understanding of the laws of nature, the people of that day had no 
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difficulty believing that gods or divine men could manipulate the phys- 
ical world to create things that left people amazed. That is the literal 
definition of a miraculum. 

Nothing seems to have been too strange for people of the first cen- 
tury to believe. After hearing of an allegedly firsthand experience with 
a werewolf, Trimalchio swears he believes every word of it, then goes on 
to tell a ghost story of his own (Petronius, Satyr. 62-63). Even an edu- 

___ cated person like the younger Pliny 

eA @ could admit that, while he was not 

2 absolutely certain, he was “inclined 

to believe” in the existence of 

ghosts (Ep. 7.27). Many people 

believed in the “evil eye” and wore 

amulets—olten in the shape of 

male genitalia—to ward it off 
(5.73). 


Oracle ; Astrology, 
and Dreams 


Also important to the general 
populace, though more difficult to 
study objectively because of the 
scarcity of sources, are the matters 
of oracles, astrology, and the inter- 
pretation of dreams. In classical 
Greece anyone facing a momen- 
tous decision or a perplexing 


SSE ie Ee as hae tas problem usually went to an oracle. 
The temple of Apollo at Delphi The chief one was Apollo’s at 
(Photo by Gustav Jeeninga) Delphi (5.100; 5.104). The priest- 


ess, called the Pythia, chanted 
answers to visitors’ questions in verse form. The responses still extant 
are ambiguous and capable of several interpretations. The visitor usu- 
ally went away with an answer that could be right no matter how 
things turned out. 

Herodotus (1.53) provides a memorable example of this process. 
Croesus, king of Lydia (a sizable territory in western Turkey), was 
contemplating war against the larger Persian Empire. Upon asking 
the Delphic oracle whether he should attack, he was told that if he 
fought Persia, “he would destroy a mighty empire.” Croesus rushed 
into battle, and his own army was routed. The oracle’s response had 
proved correct. In the view of the ancients, if it did not occur to 
Croesus that the “mighty empire” which was to be destroyed might be 
his own, that was his problem and did not invalidate the oracular 
response. 
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Romans could visit the Sibyl in her grotto at Cumae, near Naples. 
This allegedly immortal prophetess advised Aeneas when he arrived in 
Italy on his journey from Troy to a new home in the West (5.107-108). 
But by the first century a.D., oracles had declined in importance. 
Plutarch (ca. A.D. 100) even wrote an essay, The Obsolescence of Oracles, 
proposing various explanations for why the gods no longer spoke 
through their oracles. He concluded that the power of the gods had 
not failed, but the human instruments through whom they had been 
accustomed to speak were no longer attuned to them. The images were 
still powerful, though. The rider on the white horse in Revelation 6:2 
may represent Apollo (5.102). 

If the gods no longer spoke directly, they—or the overriding Fate 
which controlled even them—still were believed to leave messages in 
the natural order of the universe. Those who wanted to find the divine 
will could have recourse to astrology (5.99; 5.109). The Roman emper- 
or Tiberius was obsessed with this pseudo-science (5.101), but anyone 
caught inquiring about the imperial horoscope was arrested on 
charges of desiring the emperor’s death. The Jews were not immune to 
the fascination of astrology, either. Isaiah inveighed against those “who 
divide the heavens, who gaze at the stars” (47:13 rsv). But in New 
Testament times and on into the Christian era, Jewish literature is still 
replete with astrological lore (5.97). Some early Christians found 
authority for this practice in Jesus’ words in Luke 21:25: “There will be 
signs in the sun, the moon, and the stars” (9.30). And it was a star that 
led those Chaldean astrologers to Bethlehem (Matt. 2). 

Of enormous interest in the first century was the interpretation of 
dreams and portents (5.96; 5.103). The Jews had long believed in such 
things. The Old Testament records that God appeared in dreams to a 
variety of people (Gen. 20:3; 31:24; 1 Kings 3:5). Their meaning was not 
always clear and required the help of expert interpreters, such as Joseph 
(Gen. 37) and Daniel (Dan. 2; 4). In the New Testament Joseph was 
advised in a dream to take Mary as his wife and in another dream to flee 
to Egypt (Matt. 1:20; 2:13). Paul does not specifically mention a dream 
when he advises the ship’s captain not to sail, but it is clear that he has 
had a divine warning of some sort (Acts 27:10). Such things were usual- 
ly taken seriously and required modification of an individual’s plans. 
Paul undertook his first missionary journey to Europe as a result of a 
vision (Acts 16:9). 


Animism 


The fear and propitiation of spirits is technically known as ani- 
mism, from a Latin word for spirit. It was a common form of worship 
among the pagani, the country folk. Divinities were thought to dwell 
in trees, caves, rivers, boundary stones, and other natural objects. 
Even some of the greatest intellects of the time, however, felt the 
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same impulse (see box). Crossroads were even regarded with religious 
awe (5.111). There were multiple divinities for various natural acts or func- 


On the Divine in Nature 


lf you've ever wandered into a grove 
crowded with ancient trees which have 
grown to a remarkable height, blocking the 
view of the sky with their intertwined 
branches, the very height of the forest 
along with the seclusion of the place and 
your awe at such dense shade in an open 
spot will convince you of a divine pres- 
ence. If some cave, created by crumbled 
rocks, supports a mountain, a place not 
fashioned by hands but dug out into such 
roominess by natural causes, your soul will 
be struck by a certain suggestion of rever- 
ence. We venerate the sources of great 
rivers; we build alfars where great streams 
suddenly break out from their hidden 
sources; we worship the sources of hot 
Springs, and we consider cerlain pools 
sacred because of their dark waters or 
great depth. 


Seneca, Ep. 41,3-4 


tions. One watched over the seed as it 
was sown, another over the seed in the 
ground, still another over the sprouts, 
and yet another over the mature plants. 
‘There was even a god of the manure pile 
(5.11). It’s not far from worshiping an 
individual spirit in every natural object 
to worshiping a god who indwells every- 
thing (pantheism). 

Some of these nature divinities 
were visualized as nymphs or 
half-human, half-goat satyrs, repre- 
senting the powerful sexual urge 
which many Greeks and Romans 
believed to be the creative force of the 
universe. That force itself was often 
worshiped, with graphic representa- 
tions of human genital organs or of 
people engaging in intercourse. The 
satyr Pan (Greek for “all” or “every- 
thing”) became the most commonly 
worshiped of these minor divinities, 
and he is often depicted with over- 
sized genitalia (5.110). Augustine 
reported that the Romans worshiped 
a “multitude of false gods,” including 
these animistic spirits (City of God 
4.23). Some counts put the total num- 
ber of Roman gods and spirits in the 
thousands, 


Mystery Cults 


A more sophisticated and emotional type of religion was found in 


the mystery cults. The earliest of these, the cults of Demeter and 
Dionysus, seem to go back to the time of the Mycenacans, the early 
Greeks who fought the Trojan War (1200 B.c. and earlier). The names 
of both deities occur in clay tablets from that cra, though they appear 
even then to have been popular with the lower classes more than with 
the aristocracy (5.113). Homer (ca. 750 n.c.) knows their names but 
does not regard them as major divinities. 

These and later mystery cults were characterized by initiation cere- 
monies during which certain secret knowledge (musterion in Greek) 
was revealed to the initiates. This musterion would enable them to over- 
come the dreariness of the underworld and live happily there, united 
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with their god. The cults had no fixed doctrine but emphasized rituals 
which could evoke varied responses from the initiates. The members of 
the groups apparently enjoyed a sense of fellowship with the other 
members which they could not experience in the formal state religion 
(5.112; 5.114). 

We know much less about these mystery cults than we would like. 
The initiates were sworn to secrecy, with severe punishments—from 
both civil and heavenly powers—invoked against anyone who broke the 
oath. Even though some of these initiates eventually became 
Christians, no one, as far as we know, ever revealed what happened dur- 
ing the secret parts of the initiation rites. We have only “hints in numer- 
ous sources” (5.124:36). As late as the end of the second century 
Tertullian could say that the mysteries still “remain unspoken” (Apology 
7.6). 

One Christian writer, Clement of Alexandria (ca. 200), threatened 
to “tell the mysteries openly and not be afraid to speak about what you 
are not ashamed to worship” (Exhort. to the Greeks 2.13). What he actu- 
ally does, though, is to ridicule the myths of the gods in common cir- 
culation. The closest he comes to unveiling a musterion is when he 
reveals a formula recited by the initiates of the Eleusinian mysteries: “J 
fasted; [ drank the draught; I took from the chest; having done my task, 
I placed in the basket, and from the basket into the chest” (Exhort. 
2.18). That doesn’t clear things up quite as much as Clement might 
have thought. Since he provides no context, no description of the 
action—if any—which accompanied the recitation of this formula, we 
cannot gauge its significance. It is likely that he knew nothing really 
“secret” about these cults. 

In the following sections we will examine several of these cults in 
more detail. 


Eleusinian Mystertes 


Most of the gods associated with mystery cults had some connec- 
tion with a cycle of death and rebirth or with going into the under- 
world and coming out alive. Demeter (identified with the Roman 
Ceres; 5.123) was a grain goddess whose main sanctuary was a few miles 
outside Athens at Eleusis, from which her cult is usually called the 
Eleusinian mysteries (5.118; 5.122). The association of grain or vegeta- 
tion of any type with death and rebirth is not difficult to make. Each 
year the seed is put into the ground (buried) and comes up again 
(rebirth, resurrection). This was a familiar symbol to an agrarian sOCi- 
ety, so familiar that Paul even used it in his discussion of the resurrec- 
tion in 1 Corinthians 15:35-44 (5.116; 5.179). 

Demeter had a second connection with victory over the under- 
world. Her daughter Persephone/Proserpina had been kidnapped by 
Hades/Pluto, the king of the underworld (5.120). The story is derived 
from a seventh-century B.c. hymn to Demeter and appears in its most 
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developed literary form in Ovid (Meta. 5.341-550; cf. 5.115). Zeus even- 
tually permitted Persephone to live part of the year with her mother and 
part in the underworld. During the time when Persephone was in the 
underworld, Demeter mourned and neglected her duties as the god- 
dess of crops. The earth fell barren. When her daughter returned to her 
each spring, the earth rejoiced by bringing forth new plant life (5.119). 
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The temple of Dionysus at Baalbek 
{Photo by Ben Chapman) 


We do not know the exact content of the Eleusinian ritual. There 
were three stages of initiation, which took at least six months to com- 
plete. The actual initiation ceremony began with the initiates bathing 
in the sea and then joining a public procession to Eleusis. This bathing 
process has been linked to the Christian practice of baptism. Large 
numbers of initiates were crowded into the temple at Eleusis and expe- 
rienced something which we can only guess at. Those in the highest 
stage of initiation were called the epoptai, or those who had seen, prob- 
ably indicating that some object was revealed in the private portion of 
the ritual (5.121; cf. Col. 2:18). Wasson and his colleagues suggest that 
hallucinogenic fungi were consumed during the final stages of the ini- 
tiation and that the “seeing” may have been heightened by that means, 
The entire myth of Persephone’s abduction, they believe, symbolizes “a 
drug-induced seizure” (5.124:38). 


Dionysus 


Dionysus, also known as Bacchus or Father Liber, was another god 
of vegetation, especially of the grape (5.130). He may have originated in 
Thrace, north of Greece, or in Phrygia (central Turkey). In its original 
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form, his cult was open only to women and may reflect a primitive soci- 
ety dominated by women (5.131). The only men associated with the 
cult are elderly or pre-adolescent, i. e., those who would not make sex- 
ual demands on the women. The worship of the gad took on an ecsta- 
tic character as the women drank and engaged in a wild kind of danc- 
ing (5.125-126). The Greek historian Herodotus (450 B.c.) describes 
Dionysus as the god “who drives people to madness” (4.79). 

His worshipers left their homes and families for several days and 
roamed over the countryside, working themselves into a frenzy (cf. 1 
Cor. 12:2-3). At this point they were said to be “enthused,” or filled with 
the god, for that is the literal meaning of the Greek word enthusiasmos. 
Their ecstasy (meaning “standing outside oneself,” beyond reason) was 
so complete that they could catch small animals, rip them apart, and eat 
the raw flesh. The catching and eating of these animals may have been 
a substitute for the cult’s original practice of human sacrifice. Euripides’ 
play The Bacchae tells how the women of Thebes pursued the king of 
their city (who opposed the introduction of the cult), caught him, and 
tore him limb from limb. In their ecstasy he appeared to them to be a 
deer. Only after they had killed him did Dionysus clear their minds to 
allow them to see what they had done while in the god’s power. 

The Grecks feared this cult at first and took steps to ban it, but to 
no avail. Euripides’ play shows how the irrational power of Dionysus 
swept over all rational opposition. The cult’s practices became more 
subdued as time passed, with a communal meal sometimes taking the 
place of animal sacrifices; a temple of Dionysus was built next to the 
larger temple of Apollo in Delphi, symbolic of the subjugation of mad- 
ness to reason. The Romans, however, persecuted the cult soon after its 
arrival in Italy ca. 200 B.c. It was practiced there in a perverted form, 
with men being initiated and sexual orgies being the ultimate expres- 
sion of the worshipers’ “enthusiasm.” The government executed hun- 
dreds of its adherents, but the cult soon flourished again (5.129). 
Archaeological artifacts give us some gauge of how powerful and wide- 
spread this cult was (5.128). 


The Orphic Cult 


Another mystery cult, originating in the sixth century B.c., centered 
around Orpheus, the poet who went into the underworld to retrieve his 
dead wife. By the charm of his music and poems, he convinced Pluto 
and Persephone to let his wife go, but he lost her again when he glanced 
around to check on her before they were safely back in the upper world. 
Initiates into this cult were given the words to his songs so they too could 
overcome the dark powers awaiting them in the afterlife. This pattern 
of descent into the underworld and return may be reflected in the idea 
that Christ “preached to the spirits in prison” during his time in the 
tomb (1 Peter 3:19 rsv). Some Jews of the early Christian period identi- 
fied Orpheus with David in his role as poct and musician. So little 
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Orphic literature survives that it’s difficult to summarize the group’s doc- 
trines. Ir does seem to have had a more exalted notion of the soul than 
most other cults and to have been dualistic. Its members were inclined 
to asceticism and believed in the possibility of reincarnation. For that rea- 
son they were vegetarians. Orphic ideas were 
picked up by the Pythagoreans and came to 
have a close association with that cult (see 


chapter 6). 


The Great Mother 


Resurrection was the promise of the cult 
of Cybele or the Great Mother, from Asia 
Minor (5.139), who restored her consort 
Attis to life after he had been cut up by an 
enemy (5.146-147). But she was unable to 
find one crucial part of his anatomy. In his 
honor the priests of this cult emasculated 
themselves, which horrified Roman officials 
but did not stop the spread of the cult. It was 
brought to Rome around 205 B.c., when the 
Romans were locked in a titanic struggle 
with Hannibal and Carthage. A passage in 
the prophetic Sibylline Books said that if the 
stone (a meteorite?) of the Great Mother 
were brought to Rome and enshrined, the 
Romans would defeat Carthage. Shortly after 
the process was carried out, the Romans’ for- 


“Great is Artemis of the Ephesians” tunes in the war began to improve. 
(Acts 19:28) Though they disapproved of some 
(Photo by Gustav Jeeninga) aspects of the cult’s worship, it was hard for 


the Romans to oppose it officially when it 
appeared to have saved Rome. Each spring devotees reenacted the 
murder and restoration of Attis in a tearful public spectacle before the 
private initiation took place (5.145). This cult was active all over the 
eastern Mediterranean world from very early times (5.138). The Old 
Testament prophet Ezekiel berated the women of Jerusalem becausc 
they took part each spring in the wailing for Attis, also called Adonis 
and Tammuz (Ezek. 8:14). Astarte/Ishtar, other names for the Great 
Mother, are the origin of the term Easter. 

Cybele is but one manifestation of this Great Mother, a symbol of 
the vegetation cycle and the fertility of the earth, worshiped all over the 
ancient world (5.136; 5.144). Another, more familiar from the New 
Testament, is Artemis/Diana, whose most important temple was in 
Ephesus (5.133; 5.142). The Roman Bona Dea (Good Goddess) may be 
another (5.134; 5.148). Temples of some of these mother goddesses 
eventually were converted into churches dedicated to Mary, as was the 
Parthenon, temple of the virgin goddess Athena (5-141; 5.143). Among 
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the lower classes, Mary replaced the mother goddess as an object of 
devotion. One can trace the attention to her and even adoration of her 
from the second century, especially in Ephesus (5.135; 5.137; 5.149). 


Isis 


Like Cybele, the Egyptian goddess Isis also restored her consort 
Osiris to life and thus became the center of a popular mystery cult 
(5.151; 5.155). She is virtually the only ancient divinity who displays any 
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The Parthenon in Athens 
(Photo by Howard Vos) 


love or concern for her devotees (5.150). Her temple in Pompeii has 
been excavated, and we have a description of part of the rites associat- 
ed with her worship in book 11 of Apuleius’ Golden Ass. The prayer 
which he addresses to her as “Queen of Heaven” finds echoes in 
medieval devotion to Mary. Apuleius’ book was quite popular in the 
Middle Ages, so it is not hard to explain the similarities (5.154). The 
modern phenomenon of apparitions of Mary can also be linked to fea- 
tures of the Great Mother cult (5.152), of which Isis is another mani- 
festation. 

Apuleius (Golden Ass 11.22-28) also explains certain public parts of 
the ritual of Isis, including washing and putting on a clean white robe. 
His account is all the more remarkable because he comes so close to 
breaking the oath of secrecy to which initiates were sworn. He takes us 
up to the point where he enters “the inner chambers of the sanctuary 
itself,” then stops. If he tells any more, he says, “My tongue and your cars 
would suffer equal punishment for their reckless curiosity.” In order not 
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to leave us totally mystified, he reveals “as much as can be explained for 
the uninitiated without any penalty”: 


I approached the borders of death, Persephone’s well-trod 
threshold; having been borne through all the elcments, I 
returned. At midnight I saw the sun blazing with a bright light; I 
stood near the gods of the underworld and the gods of the 
upper world, and worshiped them from nearby. 


Mithraism (and Christmas) 


Another eastern mystery cult which proved enormously popular in 
Rome, especially among the army, was that of the Persian Mithra (or 
Mithras). It is difficult to trace his evolution from a Zoroastrian god of 
light to Roman warrior and bullslayer (5.175). His cult first appeared 
in the eastern Mediterranean in the early first century 8.c., when Rome 
was consolidating its control over that area (5.171). Therc is evidence 
that it reached Rome by about A.p, 80. The cult centers, though usual- 
ly lavishly decorated, were small. The one in Ostia occupies less of the 
ground floor of am apartment building than does a typical tavern. 
Archaeologists have confirmed what literary sources tell us, that the 
cult was for men only and that the initiates engaged in a form of bap- 
tism in a bull’s blood and shared a ceremonial meal (5.163; 5.172). 

The appeal of this cult was apparently twofold. First, it satisfied a 
yearning for immortality and happiness after death. These promises 
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were more explicitly expressed than in many of the other mystery cults. 
Then, too, its rituals attracted a number of people, just as the Masons 
and other secret societies do today, with their color, their vivid imagery, 
and the impressive stages—from raven to courier of the sun—through 
which the initiate progressed (5.160; 5.162; 5.173). Mithra even began 
to take on the attributes and functions of other gods, particularly the 
sun god, Sol Invictus (5.157; 5.168). 

The cult grew so popular by the fourth century that it seriously 
rivaled Christianity, especially among the business classes and the army, 
two segments of the population that the church had to win over if it was 
to consolidate its control of the empire (5.159; 5.169). The mystery 
religions were nonexclusive. Initiates of one cult could join another, as 
long as they paid the fees and went through the rites. To judge from 
sermons that survive from this time, some Christians were also taking 
part in other cults, especially Mithra’s. 

One of the most popular aspects of Mithraic worship was the feast 
day of the god, which fell on December 25, the day of his birth from a 
rock. According to Mithraic legend, shepherds brought gifts to the 
newborn god (cf. Luke 2). It’s worth noting also that the priests of this 
cult were called magi (cf. Matt. 2). But, since the Romans used that 
term to mean astrologers and priests of any Mesopotamian cult, it is 
not always possible to determine its specific meaning in a text (1.37, 
vol. 1:373). 

Because of miscalculations in ancient calendars, the winter solstice 
was also celebrated on December 25. Candles were lit in people's 
homes, to help the sun fight off the darkness of the longest night of the 
year. The riotous Roman festival called the Saturnalia came to a climax 
on the same day. Among the laws of that festival were these: “Let no 
one conduct business, personal or public, during the festival, except 
what pertains to sports, luxurious living, and entertainment” (Lucian, 
Saturnalia 13). During the Saturnalia greenery was hung and presents 
exchanged. 

The church had no festival to draw its members’ attention away 
from these joyous, colorful occasions, so in the mid-fourth century, the 
bishops of Rome began celebrating the birth of Christ on December 25 
(5.161). The New Testament gives no clue to the actual date, except 
that shepherds were in the field (customarily April through 
November).* Until the fourth century, most Christians had not 
observed any kind of holiday in honor of the event. Easter was the high 
moment of the church year. Clement of Alexandria says that among 
Christians who did take note of Christ's birth, the date varied from 
April to September (Stromata 1.21). He himself prefers May 20. A 
fourth-century document called the Apostolic Constitutions (2.3.10), 
which originated in Syria, calls for the birth of Christ to be celebrated 
“on the twenty-fifth day of the ninth month.” 
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January 6 was kept as the day of Jesus’ baptsm, his spiritual birth, and 
the Eastern churches also began to refer to his physical birth as occur- 
ring on that day. When the Western churches began celebrating the 
nativity on December 25, the Eastern churches were horrified that they 
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Ruins of initiation hall at Eleusis 
(Phoio by Howard Vos) 


had succumbed to pressure from their pagan environment. ‘To this day 
the Eastern Orthodox Church still observes Christmas on January 6. 


Christianity and the Mysteries 


From what we have seen of these various mystery cults, we might 
draw up a general description of them. A mystery cult was one which 
focused on a god (or human, in the case of Orpheus) who had overcome 
death. The initiates underwent a ritual washing and partook of a com- 
mon meal at which the god was either present or was thought to be con- 
sumed. Then they received secret knowledge which enabled them to 
share in the god’s victory over the underworld. When they died, they 
would live in a special portion of the underworld where they would 
cnjoy the company of the god. The closest we can come to a descrip- 
tion of the promise held out to the initiates is a choral ode in 
Aristophanes’ play The Frogs (345ff), which mentions that the stiffness 
and aches of old age will vanish as Dionysus leads the initiates in a 
torch-lit dance across the dewy fields of the underworld. 
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If the general pattern of the mystery cults strikes us as uncomfort- 
ably close to a description of Christianity, we aren’t alone. Early pagan 
critics of the church pointed out that its rituals marked it as another 
mystery cult. Christian apologists replied that Satan had known what 
Christianity was going to look like and so had fashioned the mystery 
cults along the same lines in advance to discredit Christianity. Justin 
Martyr, for example, in the mid-sccond century, admitted that some 
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The temple of Hephaestus in Athens 
(Photo by Howard Vos) 


Christians “used to worship Bacchus. , .. We pity anyone who gives cre- 
dence to such things, and their inventors we recognize as devils” (First 


Apology 25). In chapter 66 of the same work he describes Christian com- 
munion, then adds: 


The demonic powers have imitated this rite in the mysteries of 
Mithras, commanding the very same thing to be observed. For 
they partake of bread and a cup of water with certain incanta- 
tions in their initiation ceremonies. 


The similarities between Christianity, as Paul proclaimed it to the 
Greco-Roman world, and the mysteries are too obvious to be missed 
(5.182). Even the usually conservative Zondervan Pictorial Bible 
Dictionary’ admits that “Paul adapted some of the vocabulary of the 
mystery cults to a Christian purpose, and his use of the word ‘mystery’ 
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for a truth revealed, but comprehended only by the ‘initiated,’ is a 
clear reference to them.” 
Paul does in fact use the term muséerion some twenty times: 


Rom. Lis25 1 Cor. 15:51 Col. 1:26-27 
16:25 Eph. Bg 22 
1Cor.. 2:1,7 3:3, 45 4:3 
4:] 3:9 2 Thess. 2:7 
13:2 5:32 1Tim. 3:9 
14:2 6:19 3:16 


This term appears in the Gospels in only one passage, paralleled in 
the Synoptics. In explaining why he uses parables, Jesus says that it is given 
only to his disciples to know the “mystery of the kingdom of God” (Mark 
4:11 nv; Matt. 13:11; Luke 8:10). This was not a major theme of Jesus’ 
teaching, but Paul found it useful in addressing a Greco-Roman audience 
which undoubtedly included people who had been initiated into such 
cults. As one who prided himself on being “all things to all people” (1 Cor. 
9:22), he knew he had to express his new message in terms his hearers 
could comprehend (5.177). 

When Paul uses the word in Romans 16:25-26, “the revelation of 
the mystery that was kept secret for long ages,” he seems to be using the 
foil of mystery-cult terminology and secrecy; yet the mystery of God’s 
purpose is now operily disclosed in the proclamation of the gospel (cf. 
Eph. 3:5). The reference is also obvious in 1 Corinthians 15:51: “Listen, 
I will tell you a mystery!” And the famous thirteenth chapter of 1 
Corinthians takes on new meaning when we realize what Paul meant by 
“fI have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowl- 
edge.” If he were initiated into alilthe mystery cults, it would do him no 
good without love (5.180). 

Others have pointed to similarities in the mystery cults’ doctrine of 
salvation and that of Christianity (5.178). Not all scholars agree with 
this reading, however. Some argue that Paul and the early Christians 
were using terminology in common circulation at the time and not 
applying it specifically to communion (1.45:29ff.). Kittel’s Theological 
Dictionary of the New Testament* says that “musterion is a rare expression 
in the New Testament which betrays no relation to the mystery cults.” 

The Christian practice of baptism and its possible relation to the 
mysteries has also been the focus of what John Bligh characterizes as “a 
long and seemingly interminable controversy” (5.117:373). He goes on 
to sum up the problem concisely: 


Devout commentators have, on the whole, shrunk from recogniz- 
ing any connection at all, and have catalogued numerous differ- 
ences. But a dozen differences do not take away the several strik- 
ing resemblances. Whether Paul recognized it or not, the result of 
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his presenting Baptism as a mystical death-and-resurrection is to 
make Baptism an impressive mystery-ritual, more mysterious than 
the Mysteries, a solemn entry into a new way of life through par- 
ticipation in a liturgical re-enactment of the experience of the 
divinity in question. Even if Paul was unaware of the resemblance, 
many of his more educated converts must have seen it... . 
Baptism, as explained by Paul, resembles initiation at Eleusis 
morc than it resembles circumcision or passover, or any other 
Jewish ritual. 


To say that Paul and other early Christians were influenced by what 
was happening around them is not to say that their work was corrupt- 
ed or is invalid for us today. In every age the church has tried to frame 
its proclamation of the gospel in vocabulary intelligible to its hearers. 
The medieval church depicted God as a feudal lord and interpreted 
the Scriptures allegorically. In the eighteenth century, under the influ- 
ence of the birth of modern science, theologians talked about God as 
a cosmic clock maker, setting up the laws by which the universe oper- 
ated. These were valid ways to help the people of those eras understand 
God. The problem arises when we fail to see the contexts of those inter- 
pretations. If we try to insist that one generation’s interpretation of the 
gospel is universally valid in all later time periods, we risk freezing 
God’s truth into terms that may not speak to our gencration. 


Gnosticism 


When Paul links mysteries and knowledge in 1 Corinthians 13, he 
raises a difficult subject for us to consider, but it is appropriate to 
altempt it here, for it provides a convenient bridge between religion 
and philosophy in the Greco-Roman world and introduces a concept 
that provides the background for some of the vocabulary of the earli- 
est Christians. The term he uses is gnosis, usually translated “knowl- 
edge,” but which Elaine Pagels (5.210) has suggested might better be 
understood as “insight.” Her point is supported by Paul’s distinction 
between wisdom (sophia) and knowledge (gnosis) in 1 Corinthians 12:8. 
Also important for Paul is his “knowledge (gnosis) of Christ Jesus” (Phil. 
3:8 xjv), likely meaning his personal relationship with Christ (5.219). 

In one New Testament passage the term seems to be used to denote 
a religio-philosophical system much like what we now cal] Gnosticism 
(5.231). In 1 Timothy 6:20, Paul’ cautions Timothy to avoid the “con- 
tradictions of what is falsely called knowledge; by professing it some 
have missed the mark as regards the faith.” The King James Version 
translates gnosis in this verse as “science,” because the word science in 
1611 merely meant knowledge, coming as it does from the Latin verb 
scio ({ know). Unfortunately, some modern Christians who take the KJV 
too literally have based their crusade against the teaching of science in 
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the schools on this translation. What the author of the letter meant had 
nothing to do with what we know as science. This is a prime example 
of the need to understand the context of the original text as well as the 
translation. 

The origins of Gnosticism are still poorly understood (5.187). 
Some scholars see it as purely a Christian heresy (5.214). Others 
argue that some form of it existed in the pre-Christian cra and that 
its adherents fastened on to Christianity because it was so congenial 
to their theosophical views (5.197; 5.201-202; 5.233-234). It is prob- 
ably safe to say that elements of a gnostic world view existed in the 
pre-Christian era, and by the late first century A.p., they were becom- 
ing twined together. The fascination of Hellenistic Jews with wisdom 
literature has led some scholars to suggest a Jewish origin for 
Gnosticism (5.227-228). Yet Gnostic redeemers are often modeled 
upon the Jesus of the Gospels (5.197:13-15). Paul and Philo of 
Alexandria both use the term gnosis in a way that suggests they were 
familiar with a gnostic philosophy, although we cannot identify any 
Gnostic teachers or literature from that period (5.220; 5.230). 

To summarize even inadequately: Gnosticism was a religious phi- 
losophy of metaphysical and radical dualism which taught that God was 
spirit and good, and that matter and the world were hopelessly evil 
(5.200). Therefore, God could not have created the physical world, 
because good cannot create evil. A lesser divinity, called by the Platonic 
term Demiurge, committed the mistake of forming the world, in which 
souls as divine sparks are imprisoned and asleep. The idea of the body 
(soma in Greek) as a prison (sema) comes ultimately from Plato 
(Cratylus 400C), as does much Gnostic terminology (5.218). Part of its 
intellectual trapping was also borrowed from Mithraism (see above), a 
dualistic cult from the East that emphasized the contrast between light 
(symbol of goodness) and darkness (symbol of evil). 

A moral dualism within the context of Judaism is found in the Old 
Testament doctrine of the two ways (Ps. 1; Prov.). One of the Dead 
Sea Scrolls, The War of the Sons of Light with the Sons of Darkness, uses 
the light-dark symbolism, but counts on the mighty hand of God to 
deal an everlasting blow to Satan and his kingdom. The light-dark 
contrast recurs in New Testament passages, notably in John 1, but 
also in Matthew 6:23; Luke 1:79; John 3:19; Acts 26:18; 2 Corinthians 
6:14; 1 Peter 2:9; and 1 John 1:5-7 (5.213; 5.216; 5.221). God’s good 
creation is threatened but not overcome by darkness/evil. Thus 
some common imagery made itself at home in different religious tra- 
ditions. Some scholars distinguish between a general gnosis, a sort of 
underlying, pessimistic world view current in the early Christian era, 
and Gnosticism in particular (5.184; 5.218; 5.231). 

Gnostics thought the world was bad and without remedy. For them, 
knowledge was seen as the key to freeing one’s true divine self from this 
evil fleshly prison. Some Gnostics, called Ophites, saw the serpent in 
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Genesis 3 as the hero of that story because he offered Eve wisdom, the 
ability to know good and evil. In their view the evil Demiurge had 
thwarted mankind’s opportunity to escape (5.193). Since then, the 
human race had been awaiting a redeemer, someone who would bring 
the knowledge of mankind’s true state and the way out of it (5.223). 
The longing for such a redeemer/mediator characterized much 
ancient religious thought. By Hellenistic times, under the influence of 
philosophical monotheism and the existence of powerful kings and 
emperors, the notion of the exaltedness of the highest god had grown 
to the point that he was believed to be inaccessible to mere mortals 
(5.209). 

For that reason the Gnostics found Jesus an attractive figure. He 
could be seen as the redeemer, sent by the true God to awaken sleep- 
ing, imprisoned souls and offer them the knowledge that would enable 
them to break out.° Jesus had said that he was the way, the truth, and 
that knowing the truth would make people free (John 8:32; 14:6). He 
even thanked God that he had “hidden these things from the wise and 
the intelligent and have revealed them to infants” (Matt. 11:25). A par- 
ticularly important passage, in the view of Gnostics, was Luke 23:49, 
which says that Jesus’ acquaintances stood watching the crucifixion 
from a distance. The Greek word gzostoi is translated “acquaintances” 
or “friends” in modern versions. It simply means “those who knew 
him,” but to the Gnostics it suggested that at least some of those who 
followed Jesus recognized him as the redeemer in the Gnostic sense 
(5.203). 

Whatever its origins, in the last half of the first century A.D., 
Gnosticism began to flourish within the context of Christianity, like a 
cowbird’s egg laid in another bird’s nest (5.190; 5.196). We have docu- 
mentary evidence that by the early second century it had developed elab- 
orate myths’ and threatened to push orthodox Christian teaching out of 
the nest.’ Even Christian writers such as Clement of Alexandria pro- 
pounded ideas heavily tinged with Gnosticism (5.206). They maintained 
that Jesus had imparted secret knowledge to his disciples which had not 
been recorded in the Gospels. Mark 4:11 was their justificauon: “To you 
has been given the secret of the kingdom of God, but for those outside, 
everything comes in parables.” The church at Alexandria even claimed 
to have a “secret gospel of Mark,” in which Jesus’ true message was pre- 
served (5.222). Some scholars claim to find strong Gnostic tendencies 
in John’s Gospel (5.226), but others trace its thought patterns to Old 
Testament speculation about personified Wisdom. 

The names of Valentinus, Basilides, and Marcion head the list of 
Gnostics condemned by more orthodox Christian writers. Marcion is 
perhaps the best known and had a wider impact (5.194; 5.208). He was 
the son of a Christian bishop but was excommunicated from the church 
at Rome in a.p. 144 for his unorthodox teaching. He held that God was 
a God of love, not of law. The Old Testament God was obviously not the 
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true God, but the Demiurge. Only Paul had understood this, Marcion 
thought. Jesus and his disciples had been too blinded by their Jewish 
background to grasp the truth. Therefore Marcion rejected the entire 
Old Testament and accepted as Scripture only ten of Paul’s letters and 
an edited version of Luke’s Gospel (stripping out some Jewish elements), 
because of Luke’s association with Paul. Some Gnostic phraseology is 
close to that of Paul and his writings appealed to them, as Elaine Pagels 
has shown (5.210). Christians complained that the “ignorant... twist 
[Paul's letters and other Scriptures] to their own destruction” (2 Peter 
3:15-17). 

Marcion has been characterized as a radical Paulinist, one who 
intended to carry Paul’s message to its logical conclusion (5.204—205). 
His influence was widespread. We know of his opponents in cities all 
over the Roman Empire. His establishment of a collection of Scriptures 
forced the orthodox church to begin thinking about its own canon and 
defining which books were and were not authoritative (5.207). 

Gnosticism posed a real danger to the fledgling church because it 
threatened to turn Jesus into a myth with its insistence that, as the true 
spiritual God, he could not have been truly human. He appeared” to 
be human, but his body, they maintained, was not a real human body. 
The fact that he could walk on water and materialize in a locked room 
seemed to them to support this contention. Orthodox Christians coun- 
tered by insisting on the reality of Jesus’ human nature. Paul, in 
Galatians 4:4, emphasizes that Jesus was “born of a woman.” The origi- 
nal purpose of the virgin birth story was to stress not so much the divin- 
ity as the full humanity of Jesus (1.8; 5.183; 5.185; 5.188; 5.215; 5.225). 
In Jesus “the Word became flesh” (John 1:14), “heard, ...seen,... 
looked at and touched” (1 John 1:1-2). 

The full extent of this Gnostic threat to the church was not grasped 
until recently because our only documentary evidence came from refu- 
tations by orthodox authors, who destroyed all the Gnostic writings 
they could get their hands on when Christianity came to dominate the 
Empire in the fourth century (5.211). In the 1940s, however, a body of 
Gnostic writings was found at Nag Hammadi in Egypt, and our knowl- 
edge of the teachings of the sect has grown rapidly since then (5.189; 
5,191—-192; 5.212; 5.217; 5.229). 

The basic assumption of Gnosticism, that matter was evil and spirit 
good, led to two different lifestyles. Some Gnostics “denied the flesh,” 
shunning worldly goods and trying to overcome physical desires in an 
effort to purify their spirits and hasten their release from the prison of 
the body. Others concluded that since they were spiritual beings 
imprisoned in physical bodies, it made no difference what they did with 
their bodies as long as they kept themselves spiritually pure.’? Such 
Gnostics often engaged in lascivious behavior for which they took no 
responsibility. Some of the charges of indecency leveled at the early 
church may have been a reaction against the activities of such people, 
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who identified themselves as Christians but would have been con- 
demned by the majority of orthodox believers. In contrast to 
Gnosticism, Judaism and Christianity hold that God’s creation is 
“good” and that it should be “received with thanksgiving” (Gen.1—2; 1 
Tim. 4:4). 

Although Gnosticism by that name had been suppressed by the 
fourth century, the dualistic philosophy which underlies it has never 
entirely died out. The Manichees, whom Augustine followed for a 
while, survived until the thirteenth century in the Near East. A 
Manichean offshoot, the Bogomils, flourished in the Balkans in the 
Middle Ages and spread to France and Italy. The Cathars or 
Albigensians, active in southern France in the twelfth and thirteenth 
centuries, taught many of the same doctrines as the ancient Gnostics 
and may have developed from the Bogomils. In present-day Iraq there 
is still a sect, the Mandaeans, which teaches a mishmash of Christian 
and Gnostic ideas (5.186). Gnostic ideas are even surfacing today in 
New Age teachings, such as those maintaining that human beings are 
essentially divine. 


“How Extremely Religious!” 


We should now be able to see that the New Testament was written 
against a complex background of religious views, some of them fairly 
sophisticated and intellectual, others appealing more to popular emo- 
tions and superstitions (5.237; 5.239). The Athenians were typical in 
being “extremely religious” (Acts 17:22). The descriptive labels of 
Jewish, pagan, and Christian can be applied only in general terms 
(5.241; 5.243). Each of those groups consisted of numerous subcate- 
gories, and people moved easily from one group to another, taking 
their intellectual and spiritual traditions with them. It is not always easy 
to say that a certain idea is Jewish, while another is pagan, and anoth- 
er Christian. The three groups borrowed from one another and react- 
ed against one another (5.242). 

If we are looking for some essential difference between Christianity 
and the other expressions of religious faith which surrounded it, we 
might find it in the Christian insistence that knowing God is a matter 
of a relationship, not a contract dependent on sacrifice or a quest for 
knowledge (5.235; 5.238; 5.240). Because of this relation between God 
and those who worshiped him, it was possible for his believers to grow 
in their faith (1 Cor. 3:2-3; Heb. 5:12-14). The Greco-Roman gods 
lacked this ability to change the lives of their followers (5.236). They 
could offer protection for a clan or city or immortality for the individ- 
ual but they provided no guidance for living from day to day. For that, 
one had to turn to the philosophical schools, as we are ready to do in 
the next chapter. 
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Notes 


Greek grammar assigns a gender—either masculine, feminine, 
or neuter—to all nouns, even abstract words or qualities. The 
gender bears no relation to the nature of the thing itself. The 
word for “hand,” for example, is feminine, while the word for 
“finger” is masculine. 


. By way of analogy, the phrase “hocus-pocus” came into being in 


the early Middle Ages as a corruption of a phrase from the 
Latin mass, “hoc est corpus meum” (“this is my body”). People 
who did not know Latin but knew that it was used in religious 
rituals tricd to appropriate some of its presumed power for 
themselves. 


. Cybele wasn’t the only divinity whose shrine was associated with 


a meteorite. A rock falling out of the sky could be guaranteed 
to get the attention of ancient people. Clement of Alexandria 
(a.D. 200) mentions that the Arabs venerated a “sacred stone” 
(Exhort. to the Greeks 4.40). This shrine, in Mecca, was taken over 
by Mohammed and incorporated into his new rcligion some 
four hundred years later, since he was unable to eradicate the 
devotion which it inspired. The black stone, a meteorite, is now 
the center of the Ka’ba. Every Muslim is supposed to visit Mecca 
at least once during his life and walk around the Ka’ba. 


. I. H. Marshall, The Gospel of Luke, The New International Greek 


Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978), 108. 


. Ed. by M. C. Tenney (Grands Rapids: Zondervan, 1969), 567. 
. Ed. by G. Kittel (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1967), 4:824: 


“Where there seem to be connections (e. g., in sacramental pas- 
sages), the term is not used; where it is used, there are no such 
connections.” 


. There isa possibility that First and Second Timothy and Titus may 


have been written by someone other than Paul but circulated 
under the apostle’s name. In antiquity people sometimes put the 
names of farnous persons on their works to gain credibility. Such 
a tactic was considered a tribute of respect rather than forgery. 


. Cf. the language of Ephesians 5:14, likely based on Isaiah 60:1. 
. Cf. 1 Timothy 1:4; Titus 3:9. 
10. 


Cf. 2 Timothy 2:18; 1 Corinthians 4:8—13. 


ll. 


12. 
13. 
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The Greek word is dokeo (seem, appear), from which comes our 
word for the heresy of Docetism, denying that Jesus was human 
and was tempted and suffered and died. 


Cf. the behavior countered in Colossians 2?:18-25, 


Cf. the slogans and attitudes Paul counters in 1 Corinthians 
6:12-20. 
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GRECO- 
ROMAN 
PHILOSOPHY 


The Greeks and Philosophy 


ln THE HISTORY of intellectual achievement it’s rare to know the 
name of the first person to accomplish something or the date when 
that person began to do it. We don’t know who the first painter was, or 
the first mathematician, or the first person to devise an alphabetic sym- 
bol. Ancient people liked to be able to identify an individual who had 
inaugurated an activity or a custom (Gen. 10:8) because the inception 
of such a thing was supposed to be accompanied by certain religious 
rituals. If the origins of a thing were lost, how could they know if it had 
divine sanction? When they did not know when or by whom something 
was begun, they exercised their myth-making talents and created a 
name and a story, often deriving the character’s name from his achieve- 
ment, as Romulus takes his name from the city of Rome. We must, 
therefore, be wary when reading these foundation myths, whether of 
places, customs, or crafts. 

But we do know with certainty who the first philosopher was. The 
ancient sources agree that he was Thales, a citizen of the Greek city of 
Miletus (located on the eastern coast of the Aegean Sea, in modern 
Turkey), and he began to publicize his ideas around 580 z.c. (6.3). His 
innovation was simply a non-mythic way of trying to explain the way the 
world around him functioned. 

It has been suggested that the Greeks borrowed their basic 
approach to the discipline of philosophy from one of the older eastern 
cultures, such as the Egyptians (6.6) or the Hebrews (6.7-8). This idea 
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was first suggested by Hellenistic Jews, who equated the legendary 
Greek poet-lawgiver Musaeus with Moses and made a philosopher out 
of Abraham (6.4). But there can be no doubt that the Greeks invented 
philosophy (6.9). Their aptitude for it perhaps arosc from their “pecu- 
liar gifts .. . in which understanding and imagination, rational and 
instinctive forces were united in a fruitful combination” (6.10:35). The 
Athenians especially seem to have had an insatiable thirst for knowl- 
edge, which by New Testament times had degenerated into an obses- 
sion with novelty. The author of Acts ridicules them for their inquisi- 
tiveness: “Now all the Athenians and the foreigners living there would 
spend their time in nothing but telling or hearing something new” 
(Acts 17:21). Paul’s speech was designed to take advantage of this thirst 
for new ideas (6.168). 

The more prosaic Romans considered most philosophical debate a 
waste of time because nothing substantial seemed to come of it. It 
might be said that the Greeks would theorize endlessly about the per- 
fect form of a bridge while the Romans were building perfectly func- 
tional bridges and marching over them to conquer the Mediterranean 
world. In fact, the Greeks, for all their philosophizing about the perfect 
state, never advanced beyond the concept of the small independent 
city-state, with a severely limited definition of citizenship. The Roman 
Empire was not philosophically perfect; some of its strongest oppo- 
nents were a group of Stoic philosophers in the mid-first century A.D. 
But Rome, the “great Babylon,” did manage to govern a disparate con- 
glomeration of peoples spread from England to Armenia and back 
along the northern coast of Africa to Morocco, albeit with many abus- 


es (Rev. 16-18). 


The Classical Philosophical Schools 


From about the fifth century B.c. on, the Greeks were able to trace 
schools of philosophy, one teacher attracting students who passed his 
ideas down to the next generation. Because this orderly progression 
was the norm in the late classical period, they assumed it must have 
been the same in the early days of philosophy. They often deduced con- 
nections among the earliest philosophers which in fact did not exist. 
The quotations which survive from the early philosophers may have 
been selected because they supported the positions of later writers, not 
because they accurately represent the thought of the person quoted. It 
is also difficult to assess the role women played in these early philo- 
sophical “schools.” Several are mentioned, such as Diotima, a teacher 
of Socrates, but virtually nothing can be known of them with certainty 
(6.11-12). With these precautions in mind, let’s look at some of the 
major philosophers. 
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The Pre-Socratics 


Thales and the early Greek philosophers who came after him were 
what we would call natural scientists. They attempted to answer ques- 
tions about the origin and functioning of the world without resorting 
to divine intervention. These pre-Socratic philosophers sought some 
basic element which would explain the make-up of the world in a ratio- 
nal, non-mythic way. Some thought the fundamental matter was water, 
others air, or earth, or fire. Empedocles decided it was a mixture of all 
four, drawn together by the creative power of eroslove, and torn apart 
by the destructive power of eris-strife (6.20; 6.24). Democritus and 
Leucippus concluded that the answer lay in an even smaller particle of 
matter, the atomos (uncuttable), which combined with other atoms to 
make all forms of matter and which moved randomly through infinite 
space (6.21). Christian writers from the first through the eighteenth 
centuries tried to credit Moses with that idea (6.27). 

In addition to identifying the basic stuff of the universe, the Greek 
philosophers also sought to answer the question of how and why (or if) 
things change. To the Greeks, striving for perfection in this as in other 
areas of life, change implied lack of perfection. Something which 
changed was either better or worse than it had been; it either had not 
been perfect or was no longer perfect. Some philosophers, such as 
Parmenides and Zeno of Elea and their Eleatic school, denied that 
change or motion (which is another form of change) actually hap- 
pened. Logic could be used to show that change was an illusion. To do 
so, one must trust logic against sense perception, a step some Greek 
thinkers were willing to take, though it led to some paradoxical con- 
clusions. 

While their theories and techniques seem naive and nonscientitfic by 
modern standards, some of these thinkers came up with some surpris- 
ingly modern notions. Many of them thought that the material ele- 
ments—from heavy earth to ethereal fire—were separated from a pri- 
mordial mass by the vortex motion of the universe (6.22). The current 
scientific notion of a galaxy is a mass of stars moving in a spiral-vortex. 
The idea of a basic element of the universe is not too far removed from 
modern four-field theory in physics. Given the limitations of their out- 
look and the lack of modern scientific equipment, their accomplish- 
ments loom even larger than they might at first glance (6.17). Some 
connections between their thought and that of the early Christians can 
be established (6.23). 

Anaximander (ca. 580 B.c.) taught that all forms of life had devel- 
oped from primitive, fishlike creatures (6.19; 6.25). Pythagoras (ca. 550 
B.c.), who tried to express reality in terms of numbers or geometrical 
forms, believed the earth was a sphere; this idea came to be common- 
ly held by the Greeks and Romans (6.26). At least one scholar has 
found points of contact between the thought of Jesus and that of 
Pythagoras as it was developed by his followers (6.29). Anaxagoras 
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(500-428 B.c.) suggested that the annual flooding of the Nile River was 
caused by snow melting on mountains in central Africa—a laughable 
idea at the time, since everybody thought they knew that the farther 
south you went in Egypt, the hotter it got. But nobody got to the source 
of the Nile until the nineteenth century, and they found that 
Anaxagoras had been right. He also explained the patterns on the 
moon’s surface as caused by mountains and plains (6.18), another the- 
ory that had to wait until modern times for verification. 


Socrates 


Socrates (469~399 z.c.) began his career probing questions about 
nature. He soon became more interested in what we would call prob- 
lems of ethics or human behavior and transformed philosophy into the 
study of humankind (6.34; 6.38; 6.41). To Socrates we also owe the 
development of the notion of the soul as an immortal part of human 
beings, something which continues to exist after the body dies (6.37). 
As noted in the last chapter, the Olympian cult paid no attention to the 
survival of individuals, and the mystery cults promised a pleasant after- 
life only to their initiates. Socrates stressed that every person has this 
divine spark in him and that its survival as an intelligent entity is part 
of its nature. 

Although atheism was one of the crimes for which he was eventual- 
ly put to death, Socrates’ thought has profound religious overtones, 
closer to monotheism than his contemporarics could appreciate 
(6.33). Most early Christians considered him a proto-Christian, and his 
asceticism and disdain for material things influenced Christian views 
on those subjects (6.40). This strain of his thought was picked up and 
exaggerated by the Cynics (see p. 175). 

Like Jesus, Socrates wrote nothing that survived and ended his life 
an apparent failure. He is known to us at all because of the impression 
he made on his contemporaries, who praised or criticized him in their 
writings, The peculiar characteristic of his teaching was his insistence 
on the definition of terms. To judge from the writings of his pupil Plato 
(who admittedly was not writing a biography), Socrates felt it was of the 
utmost importance to achieve a precise definition of a term like “neigh- 
bor” or “justice” before one could talk about its significance. 

Comparisons are somctimcs drawn between Socrates and Jesus, but 
at this point Socrates resembles the Jewish scribes more than he does 


Jesus. This basic difference in attitudes stands out in I.uke 10:25-37, 


the story of the good Samaritan. When the scribe asks Jesus, “Who is 
my neighbor?” he is trying to get him trapped into a definition of 
terms. Whatever definition Jesus might propose, the scribe could raise 
some objection and try to make the definition more precise or show 
the impossibility of defining it and thus refute Jesus. Refutation or 
elenchus (from elenches in Greck) was Socrates’ basic technique of 
argument (6.42-43). But by telling a story and then asking, “Who was 
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the neighbor?” Jesus emphasizes that the important part of the com- 
mandmentis the action prompted by love, not the definition of neighbor. 

Love of fellow humans was not a familiar concept to Greco-Roman 
philosophers, or to the ordinary person in that culture. At best the 
philosophers strove for justice—Plato’s Republic is a lengthy and unsuc- 
cessful effort to define the term—but even that quality is perceived as 
something needful for the benefit of the community, not the individ- 
ual. Neither philosophy nor religion taught philanthropy or charity. 
What generosity we do find record of is usually self-serving, designed to 
enhance the donor’s reputation or to obligate the recipient (cf Pliny, 
Epp. 1.8; 1.19; 2.4). One of the things about the early believers that 
most astounded their pagan neighbors was the Christians’ willingness 
to minister to the poor and needy for no ulterior purpose (6.36). 

Socrates’ influence on Western thought should not be underval- 
ued, however, because he did not inspire his society to rise to modern 
standards in certain areas. His legacy includes the insistence on precise 
definition of terms, the Socratic method of inquiry which elicits infor- 
mation by asking questions rather than stating things dogmatically (cf. 
Jesus’ questions, “How do you read the Scriptures?” Luke 10:26, and 
“Who do men say that I am?” Mark 8:27) and the exalted concept of 
the nature of the soul. To some degree, all of his ideas had an impact 
on Christian thought in the first few centuries a.D. 


Plato and Platonism 


As a young man Plato (427-347 B.c.) had set out on a career as a 
playwright. When he heard Socrates teaching, according to ancient 
accounts, his eyes filled with tears. He tore up his plays and devoted 
himself to a life of philosophy. This kind of “conversion” experience is 
repeated in many biographical stories about the great philosophers. 
The phenomenon provides another example of the crossover between 
religion and philosophy from antiquity to modern times. We cannot 
conceive of a person being a Catholic and a Baptist simultaneously. 
The two groups teach mutually exclusive doctrines. One must convert 
wholeheartedly from one to the other. In antiquity that was the require- 
ment with philosophical schools, not religious cults (1.45:92). 

Plato began writing to set forth Socrates’ doctrine, and his earliest 
dialogues probably reflect his master’s teaching technique and his 
views with reasonable accuracy. Scholars disagree, however, over where 
Socrates ends and Plato begins (6.48). The emphasis in the earliest dia- 
logues is on defining qualities such as holiness, justice, and self-control. 
Rather than pointing to persons who exemplify these qualities, 
Socrates/Plato tried to extract from all the examples the essence of the 
quality. As he matured, Plato developed his own system, which he then 
put into the mouth of Socrates as the main speaker in most of his dia- 
logues. In the middle period of his life Plato’s dialogues presented the 
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concept of the Forms or Ideas, described briefly below. In the last stage 
of his life Plato turned to mathematics and logic to explain his ideas. 
The character Socrates no longer asks questions; in the late dialogues 
he becomes a lecturer. Some Socratic ideas, such as the immortality of 
the soul, Plato elaborated and passed on to later philosophical schools 
and. to early Christian thinkers (6.49); his influence is discernible in 
Paul’s Ietters (6.61). 

One difficulty in knowing what Plato thought is that the dialogues 
may not represent the full exposition of his teaching. In a letter gener- 
ally belicved to come from him, he says that he had never written down 
the essentials of his doctrine. These were apparently taught orally to 
students in the Academy. Later generations could claim that almost 
anything they presented under Plato’s name was based on this oral tra- 
dition." 

Even an introductory survcy of Plato’s work would require several vol- 
umes the size of this one; a number of scholars have provided guides for 
the nonspecialist (6.52; 6.57-58; 6.62-63). The essence of it is the notion 
that the only true knowledge is knowledge of the absolute, the unchang- 
ing. One cannot acquire such knowledge by studying the changeable 
things of the physical world. Each tree, for example, is different from 
every other tree, and they all change from day to day. How can one learn 
anything absolute about trees by studying samples which differ and 
change? The only suitable object of knowledge is the Idea or Form of a 
tree, or Treeness, which exists in the mind of God. For Plato the search 
for knowledge of the Forms becomes a scarch for knowledge of God 
(6.55-56). Philosophy thus becomes the contemplation of transcendent 
ideas, based on the study of mathematics and music (6.51). There is an 
element of inspiration in the philosopher’s method, which can be likened 
to prophetic inspiration (6.46; 6.53-54). 

Plato was not, however, entirely an ivory-tower intellectual. He was 
invited to Syracuse by the tyrant Dionysius to set up a model state, gov- 
erned by a philosopher-king. But the experiment ended with his expul- 
sion by Dionysius after a few months (6.47; 6.67). Plato returned to 
Athens and established his school, the Academy, on the outskirts of the 
city. 

ae as Plato had built upon Socrates’ teaching, so his own pupils 
created variations and modifications of his. The stages are distinct 
enough that they are referred to as the Middle or Second Academy and 
the New or Third Academy. By the late third century B.c. several heads 
of the Academy had turned it onto a path of Skepticism, the view that 
nothing can be known for certain. We can’t even be sure that we don’t 
know. By the first century a.D., Plato’s teaching circulated in a form 
known as Middle Platonism, which combined some of Plato’s ideas with 
Aristotle’s logic, the ethics of the Stoics, and the religious mysticism of 
the Ncopythagoreans. Contemplation of the Ideas was the path toward 
union of the soul with God. Philo, the Alexandrian Jewish philosopher 
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and biblical exegete, is a prime example of this schoo! (6.73). In his view, 
the God of Plato and the God of the Old Testament were the same, if the 
Old Testament was read in an allegorical sense. He was convinced that 
Plato had read the Torah and was simply explaining it in terms that 
Greeks could understand. Philo had little impact on Jewish thought, but 
he profoundly influenced later Christian writers such as Clement of 
Alexandria and Origen (6.44). By a.v. 200 Platonism had metamor- 
phosed again into Neoplatonism (see p. 1°75). 


Aristotle 


Plato’s pupil Aristotle (384-322 8.c.) stressed logic and reasoning 
rather more than Plato did. Aristotle was also more interested in 
observing animals and plants than his immediate predecessors were. 
Instead of reasoning from the Forms to the individuals, like Plato, he 
tried to group things according to similar characteristics and to derive 
some sense of the world’s organization thereby. He wrote books not 
only on metaphysics, ethics, and political science, but also on the heav- 
ens, on the generation of animals, and on the parts of animals. 
Everything, he taught, had some ultimate reason or goal (felos) for its 
existence. (The brain, he thought, served only to cool the body.) As 
tutor to Alexander the Great, he might have had an opportunity to 
shape the conqueror’s attitude toward government, but his influence is 
not discernible from what we know of Alexander. 

Aristotle's work was litte known in later antiquity, though his 
rhetorical theories appear to have had some impact (6.78). The 
Muslims “discovered” him when they conquered the eastern Roman 
Empire after a.p. 640. Aristotle’s scientific outlook appealed to them 
much more than Plato’s transcendentalism. They translated and com- 
mented upon his works, and those elaborations of his thought were 
passed on to the West after the Crusades. For Muslims and for medieval 
Christians Aristotle became “the philosopher.” 


Hellenistic Philosophy 


The Academy and the Lyceum, the schools founded by Plato and 
Aristotle, continued to exist after the deaths of their masters, but 
other philosophical systems sprang up which gained greater popular 
acceptance and influenced the Romans to a far greater degree than 
either Plato or Aristotle. One measure of the importance of these 
schools in later antiquity can be found in the biographies of 
Diogenes Laertius (ca. A.D. 200). The three receiving the longest 
treatment are Plato, Zeno the Stoic, and Epicurus. And the biogra- 
phies of Zeno and Epicurus are each half again as long as the 
account of Plato’s life. The two major schools of the Hellenistic era— 
a term designating the time from Alexander the Great's death (323 
B.C.) to the coming of the Roman Empire (31 B.c.)—are mentioned 
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in Acts 17:18, where we read that “some Epicurean and Stoic philoso- 
phers” met Paul. 

Both of these schools originated in the late fourth century B.c., dur- 
ing Alexander’s reign, Both tried to offer some way of dealing with the 
sense of powerlessness, even despair, that many people felt as the vari- 
ous Greek city-states lost the independence which they had cherished 
for centuries and were welded into an empire which also encompassed 
non-Greek peoples from the Near East. The mood of the era was fatal- 
istic, as Alexander’s successors encouraged people to believe that they 
could not change what was happening in the world around them 
(6.89-81; 6.84). 

A sign of the mood of the Hellenistic era can be seen in the rising 
importance of the goddess Tyche or Fortune, who personified the 
vagaries of chance to which people of this period felt they were subject. 
An invading army could come along at any time, it seemed, or political 
alliances could shift for reasons the avcrage person could not compre- 
hend. As geographical boundaries expanded, so too did people’s aware- 
ness of other cultures. The old certainty that a particular way of doing 
things was the only way and thus the right way was challenged by contact 
with new customs and ethical systems. The sense of insecurity and root- 
lessness which afflicted many people in this era made them receptive to 
any teacher who offered an explanation and at least the illusion of sta- 
bility and inner peace. All the Hellenistic philosophical schools claimed 
that their adherents would be able to maintain their tranquility in the 
face of any of the upheavals which characterized the life of that time. 

How much Christianity and Judaism were affected by this environ- 
ment is still an open question. It can be argued that the influence was 
superficial, limited to vocabulary and imagery, and did not extend to 
essentials of doctrine (1.43). Others see extensive influence of 
Hellenistic philosophy on Judaism (6.86-87) and on various aspects of 
Christian thought (6.82; 6.88-89). 

Though we will examine the schools separately, we should remem- 
ber that the prevailing tendency among Hellenistic philosophers was 
eclecticism, i. e., the borrowing of ideas and vocabulary from one 
another, even across the boundaries of the schools. It’s not unusual to 
find the Stoic Seneca quoting Epicurus to prove a point, or Cicero, a 
follower of the Academy, citing a grab-bag of philosophical opinions in 
his dialogues. 


Epicureanism 


Epicurus (341-270 s.c.) attracted a small group of disciples to the 
garden of his home in Athens—whence the school is often called the 
philosophy of the Garden. His school was a close-knit community, 
secluded from the mainstream of Athens and therefore an object of 
suspicion, Women, even prostitutes, were accepted into membership. 
The group’s sometimes licentious behavior earned it a reputation 
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which has dogged the name through the centuries. Their devotion to 
Epicurus himself was as intense as the adoration bestowed on divinities. 
Numerous statues of Epicurus were created and were used, almost as 
cult images, in the propagation of the school’s ideas. After his death no 
successor appeared, so his ideas did not undergo the kind of evolu- 
tionary development which altered the teachings of other philoso- 
phers. The Epicurean school was thus in one way the most conservative 
of all the philosophical schools. 

Epicurean philosophy has been the most “generally and complete- 
ly misrepresented” of all the ancient schools (Armstrong p. 130). It was 
not widely popular in its own day and enjoyed only a limited influence. 
Its avowed atheism made it an easy target for its intellectual oppo- 
nents—who were numcrous and highly vitriolic—and its reclusive, qui- 
etistic character aroused suspicion among the common people. One 
particular point of criticism seems to have been Epicurus’ acceptance 
of women into his circle of friends. We find it difficult to evaluate his 
thought today because so much of his writing has perished. Diogenes 
Laertius says that Epicurus “eclipsed all before him in the number of 
his writings” and that his works contain no quotations from earlier 
thinkers; “it is Epicurus himself who speaks throughout” (Epicurus 26). 
His thirty-seven volumes On Nature formed the basis of his system. All 
that we have to judge him by are fragmentary quotations preserved in 
other writers and two letters to disciples of his. A third letter is gener- 
ally considered the work of a disciple, though one which uses some of 
Epicurus’ own words and accurately reflects his thought. 

The basis of Epicurus’ system is the idea that all existence is mate- 
rial, made up of atoms which are eternal and always in motion. This 
motion is not caused by any outside force, but arises from the natural 
weight of the atoms. Their downward motion is sometimes altered by 
“the swerve,” an unpredictable sideways movement which causes one 
atom to collide with another. This seerms to have been the only way 
Epicurus could introduce the concept of free will into an otherwise 
entirely mechanistic system of thought. People’s actions are not prede- 
termined because people are capable of swerving. In Epicurus’ view, 
even the gods and the human soul were material. They were immortal 
simply because all matter is immortal, but this did not mean that they 
would always exist in their present form. 

Epicurus taught that pleasure was the ultimate purpose of life (6.93; 
6.106). But by “pleasure” he did not mean self-indulgence. For Epicurus 
and his followers, pleasure was freedom from pain or disturbance, 
ataraxia (6.99; 6.110). They achieved this by avoiding behavior or situa- 
tions which might lead to pain or distress. They did not overeat or drink 
too much, to avoid the unpleasant consequences. Sexual relations were 
permissible, because of the pleasure they produced, but the emotional 
involvement of love was to be avoided because it brought with it the 
lover’s agonies of uncertainty and the fear of losing the beloved (6.90). 
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Epicureans also did not involve themselves in political life because of 
the disappointment that could result from a lost election or the 
aggravation that went along with serving in an office. 

The teachings of the school were spread, as were the tenets of other 
Hellenistic philosophers, by traveling teachers, who recruited members 
energetically and may have provided a model for Jewish and Christian 


The Epicurean View of Creation 


Granted that | don’t know the ultimate ori- 
gins of things, | would dare to affirm, from 
ihe way the world is organized, and to 
demonstrate from many other arguments, 
that no divine power created this world for 
us. So great are the flaws built into it. To 
begin with, a great part of what the sky 
covers is taken up by mountains and 
forests full of wild animals. Rocks and wide 
marshes cover some of it, and the sea 
which holds the shores far apart. Almost 
two-thirds of it is rendered useless for 
humans by burning heat and bitter cold. Of 
the land that is left, nature would cover it 
with weeds and thoms if it weren't for 
human resistance. We must constantly 
bend our backs to the hoe and turn over 
the soil with a heavy plow. Even then the 
plants which we do encourage to grow with 
such great labor are either scorched by the 
heat of the sun or nipped by rains and 
frost, or the blasts of the wind batter them 
to the ground. 


Lucretius, On the Nature of Things 
5.195-215 


missionaries (6.97; cf. Matt. 23:15; 
Acts). Plato’s conversion to philosophy 
became the archetype for the intellec- 
tual enlightenment sought by the dis- 
ciples of these itinerant philosophers 
(6.103). 

Epicurus’ theology and cthics 
attracted the most interest and criti- 
cism among Jews and Christians 
(6.92). He saw that the single great- 
est source of pain or disturbance in 
human life was the fear of what the 
gods could do to people during this 
life and the punishments that await 
ed evildoers in the next life. Basing 
his doctrine on the atomic theory of 
Democritus and Leucippus, Epicurus 
taught that all things, including the 
gods and the human soul, result 
from random combinations of atoms 
(6.102). Thus the gods cannot affect 
a person’s life, nor can they punish 
or reward anyone after death 
(6.95—96). At death the atoms of the 
soul dissolve and begin their random 
motion again, along with all other 
atoms of the body (6.101; 6.104; 
6.107). 

His denial of the afterlifc finds 
interesting echoes in the book of 
Ecclesiastes. Consider these two 
verses: “I commend enjoyment, for 
there is nothing better for people 
under the sun than to eat, and 
drink, and enjoy themselves” (Eccl. 
8:15). “The living know that they 


will die, but the dead know nothing; they have no more reward, and 
even the memory of them is lost” (Eccl. 9:5). Some Old Testament 
scholars date this book to the third century B.c. and have found evi- 
dence of the author’s awareness of Epicureanism, if not of its direct 


influence on him (6.98). 
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Epicureanism is essentially a passive philosophy. The teachings of its 
founder survive in a few letters and fragmentary quotations, such as the 
Principal Doctrines, three of which may sum up its basic points: 


1. The blessed and immortal is not vexed itself, nor does it vex 
another. Therefore, it is not sensible to anger or favor, which are 
characteristic of weakness. 


2. Death means nothing to us; something which has been dissolved 
feels nothing, and what has no sensation is of no concern to us. 


3. By removing everything that causes pain we reach the boundary 
of pleasure. Wherever there is pleasure and for as long as it lasts, 
there is no suffering or grieving. 


Contrary to the modern popular perception of it, his ethical system 
stressed simplicity and freedom from the desire of material goods 
(6.90). In one fragment Epicurus strikes a curiously New Testament 
note: “To love money unfairly gained is wrong, and to love money fair- 
ly gained is shameful” (cf. 1 Tim. 6:10). 

Epicureanism was never as popular among the Romans as among 
the Greeks. In the last two centuries B.c., the Romans were too polit- 
cally active and too busy acquiring an empire to be much interested in 
a philosophy that denied the validity of all they were doing. One 
Roman attracted to it, though, was the poet Lucretius (ca. 50 B.c.). His 
long poem On the Nature of Things attempted to present the Epicurean 
viewpoint to Latin readers. It’s valuable to us because it preserves more 
of Epicurus’ teaching than the surviving fragments of that philoso- 
pher’s own writings (see box). Note the (unintended) parallel to the 
sentence handed down to Adam in Genesis 3:17-19. The church 
objected to this poem and the works of Epicurus because of their 
denial of divine providence and their lax morality. Yet many Christians 
found Epicurean arguments against the existence of the pagan gods to 
be useful in the defense of their own faith (6.100). 


Stotcism 


Virtually the only branch of Greek philosophy which did appeal 
to the Romans was Stoicism, perhaps because its austere doctrine 
exalted some of the virtues the Romans had long venerated, such as 
Justice and Harmony. Lacking any ethical base in their religion, the 
Romans had personified some of these qualities and built temples to 
them (6.130). The ground was prepared, in a sense, for the appear- 
ance in Rome of the first philosophers, a Platonist and a Stoic, in the 
early second century 8.c. The younger generation received Greek 
philosophy with enthusiasm, but some xenophobic conservatives 
attempted to drive the philosophers back to Greece, so that Roman 
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youths could give attention “to Roman laws and magistrates, as they 
used to” (Plutarch, Cato the Elder 22). 

The founder of the Stoic school was Zeno, who [first followed Crates 
the Cynic. Zeno’s school was known as Stoicism because he originally 
taught in a stoa® (colonnade) in Athens. Zeno himself was a Semite, a 
native of the town of Citium, on Cyprus, and his doctrine can be com- 
pared to certain facets of Old Testament thought (6.123). Like 
Epicureanism, Stoicism took a passive, fatalistic view of life, though it 
did not counsel withdrawal from public life. The only thing that mat- 
tered, in Zeno’s view, was virtue. Possessing that made one wise and 
therefore happy. 

Zeno held that the gods, and above them Fate, governed everything 
that happened in the world (6.143). People could not change anything 
by their actions. The only hopc for happiness, then, was to acccpt what- 
ever happened as coming from the gods and not protest against it, not 
to “kick against the goads” (Acts 26:14), a phrase which appears in clas- 
sical literature as well as the New Testament. Do not be too sad when 
misfortune comes your way, or too happy when you seem to be blessed. 
Neither state of affairs arises from anything you as an individual have 
done, and either of them can change in an instant (6.114; 6.125; 
6.127). Just be thankful that “God has . . . given us the ability to bear 
whatever happens without being crushed or depressed,” as Epictetus 
(A.D. 90) put it (cf. Phil. 4:11-15). 

Zeno’s writings have not survived, but his followers and critics give 
us a comprehensive view of Stoic philosophy. The Stoics seem to have 
been “voluminous writers, with generally speaking a highly unattractive 
style” (6.1:120). Their views on logic and physics are of little concern 
to one attempting to understand the background of the New 
Testament (6.140). They did hold that everything, even the human 
soul, is material and that matter is eternal. History is essentially a cycle. 
The world is periodically consumed in a flaming cataclysm and then 
regenerated again (cf. Matt. 19:28; 2 Peter 3:10-13), but always in 
exactly the same pattern. Something which occurs now has happened 
before and will happen again. Thus the future, either in this life or 
after it, is nothing to look forward to (5.14). Such a view is at odds with 
biblical salvation history (cf. Acts 13:16-47). It obviously limits the 
power of any divinity that one may believe in and makes human 
endeavor futile (6.121). Stoics also believed that everything in the uni- 
verse, even evil, works toward a common goal (cf. Rom. 8:28). Also 
closely akin to Christian thought is the Stoic idea of natural revelation, 
the argument that God’s existence and activity are evident in the work- 
ings of the universe. Paul’s Arcopagus speech in Acts 17:22-31 contains 
echoes of this Stoic theme (6.124; cf. Rom. 1:20). 

Stoic ethics have more appeal to the modern mind, at least on the 
surface, and a certain kinship with points of Christian doctrine. The 
Stoics preached an cthic of “the life lived in accordance with nature,” 
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downplaying the value of material 
wealth (6.116; 6.132). Seneca, for 
example, held that “good does not 
result from evil. But riches result 
from greed; therefore, riches are 
not a good.” Believing that, howev- 
er, did not prompt him to divest 
himself of his vast wealth, and he 
has often been accused of being a 
hypocrite (6.136; 6.138; 6.147). 
The true Stoic was to regard such 
things as “indifferent.” Having 
them or not supposedly made no 
difference in one’s quality of life. 
The call to pursue philosophy 
could bear a certain resemblance 
to Jesus’ call to discipleship in Luke 
9:59—10:4 or Luke 12:22-30 (see 
box). 

To their credit, the Stoics did 
treat their slaves more humanely 
than did most Romans, because 
they realized that being a slave was 
an accident of birth or a result of 
some political or military misfor- 
tune over which the individual had 
no control. Anyone’s luck could 
change, and one might find oneself 
a slave, or a slave could be freed 
and become a prominent citizen. 
Such turns of fortune were to be 
greeted with apatheia, indifference. 
Since such things were predeter- 
mined by the natural order of the 
universe, the only way to find hap- 
piness was not to resist. Stoic influ- 
ence in this area led to an improve- 
ment in legal protection for slaves, 
who had onginally been subject to 
the life-and-death power of their 
masters (6.143; 6.148). 

The occasional points of con- 
tact between Stoic and Christian 
ethics, especially in the work of 
Seneca, led to imagined connec- 
tions between the two groups, as 


A Call to the Life of Philosophy 


if any obligation holds you back, loosen it, 
cut it. “Well,” you say, “family business delays 
me. | want to arrange things so that I'll have 
enough when | become a philosopher, so that 
my poverty won't be a burden to me, or me to 
others.” When you say this, you don’t seem to 
realize the power and potential of the good 
which you're considering. . . . Trust me, call 
wisdom to your side. She will persuade you 
not to sit at your account books. No doubt, 
you hope by your delay to amass enough 
resources so that you won't have to fear 
poverty. But what if poverty is something to be 
desired? . . . If you want leisure for your soul, 
you must either be a pauper or live like one. 
Study is of no use unless you live simply, and 
living simply is voluntary poverty. Away with 
all your excuses, .. . This ideal, which you are 
deferring and placing after other things, 
should be sought after before anything else. 
You should start with it. 


Therefore don't go after riches first. You can 
follow philosophy even without money for the 
journey. When you have everything else, then 
do you think you can find wisdom as well? Is 
philosophy to be the last necessity of life, a 
supplement, so to speak? No matter what you 
have now, devote yourself to philosophy. How 
do you know that what you already have isn’t 
enough? Even if you have nothing, seek 
knowledge first, before anything else. .. . If 
the wise man truly has scanty means, he will 
do the best he can with them, and he won't be 
concerned or anxious about anything beyond 
the necessities. 


Seneca, Ep. 37 
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noted in chapter 3. The thought of Cornutus, a freed slave of Seneca 
or his family, also resembles Christian thought at some points (6.144). 
There are subtle similarities to Christianity traceable in the writings of 
Musonius Rufus, who lived from a.p. 30-100 (6.145). Musonius and his 
son-in-law, also a Stoic sage, were known and much admired by Pliny 
(Ep. 3.11). 

Perhaps the most noteworthy Stoic idea in terms of background to 
the New Testament is the school’s concept of the reason or “Logos” 
which is evident in the orderly arrangement of the world (6.111). Just 
as converts brought trappings from the mystery cults into their new 
faith, so individuals coming from a Stoic background may have carried 
this element of the school over into their understanding of Christianity. 
But we cannot establish direct borrowings in either direction. No Stoic 
writer mentions the Christians by name. Marcus Aurelius, the philo- 
sophical emperor of the mid-second century, seems to allude to them 
in several passages in his Meditations, but never in a positive sense. 

While Roman Stoicism produced no particularly original dogmas, 
it did build on Zeno’s thought in two areas: dealing with death and 
grief, and the philosophy of government. Because it was fatalistic, it 
taught acceptance of death without fear. The soul does not cease to 
exist after death; it simply enters another stage of its existence. There 
is no reason for joy, still less for grief. Acceptance is the key (6.113; 
6.117; 6.137). A popular form of Stoic literature is the consolatio written 
on the occasion of the death of a fnend or loved one or some other 
tragic occurrence. Seneca’s Ad Marciam and Ad Helviam are the two 
best examples of this genre (6.132-133), 

The Roman Stoics came closest to originality in their conception of 
the philosopher’s duty to advise and improve the government (6.126). 
Starting from the premise that a ruler is not ensconced in his position 
from any merit of his own but because inexorable fate has placed him 
there, they concluded that the ruler is no more important than a slave 
and has no more right to command or intimidate others than does a 
slave. It is the duty of subjects to obey and not resist, and it is the duty 
of rulers to rule justly (cf, Rom, 13;1-7). Not all rulers heard this mes- 
sage gladly. From time to time, especially late in the first century, the 
Stoics expressed firm opposition to the emperors. In an effort to 
improve the state, Domitian drove them out of Rome in A.D. 93, exiling 
some and executing others (6.120; 6.135). In one of his letters, Pliny 
describes his efforts to stand by the victims (£p. 3.11). 

By the late first century, Stoicism had been reshaped by Musonius 
Rufus and his pupil, the former slave Epictetus (6.115). They stressed 
inner detachment from external problems and concerns and the poten- 
tial divinity of the human soul. Since all people are assigned their lot by 
fate, and since they all are part of the world soul, “Epictetus knew only 
one single obligation: the general love of human beings. All human 
beings are brothers and sisters, which requires that they be treated with 
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love and respect” (1.37, vol. 1:354). At this point in the development of 
Stoicism, we find the first inklings in any pagan religion or philosophy 
of the notion of a human conscience, a concern for other people sim- 
ply because they are fellow beings (6.134). The short distance from 
that philosophy to the Christian ethic is easy to perceive (6.112; 6.129; 
6.142). 


The Cynics 


Antisthenes is generally reckoned as the founder of this school, but 
its preeminent early practitioner was Diogenes (ca. 410-324 8.c.), who 
has been described as “Socrates gone mad” (6.156). The Cynics 
stressed Socrates’ disdain for worldly goods, preaching what W. Durant 
has called the “simple and soapless life.” The term Cynic comes from 
the Greek word for a dog. It may have been applied to the group deri- 
sively at first, as the label “Christian” was to Christ’s followers. But the 
Cynics claimed to be the watchdogs of philosophy and turned the 
name into a source of pride (6.160). 

For the Cynics happiness consisted in reaching a state of self-suffi- 
ciency, autarkeia in Greek (6.149). This was no easy task in the 
Hellenistic world, where a person who did not participate in the life of 
the community and share its values was likely to be despised. The 
Cynics steeled themselves to live with no more physical comforts than 
homeless people have today and to be ready to suffer abuse because of 
their refusal to conform to social conventions (6.162). Some of the 
abuse they drew on themselves by deliberately violating social norms 
(performing bodily functions in public, etc.). They presented their 
ideas to the public in what is called a diatribe, taking advantage of the 
Greek citizen’s privilege of boldness of speech (6.159; cf. 1 Thess. 2:2). 

By the first century a.D. a more moderate form of Cynicism had 
developed. The followers of this branch of the school lived in closer 
harmony with their communities but still tried to teach the relative 
unimportance of ephemeral, worldly goods. A few of them were advi- 
sors to important political figures of the era. The influence of the 
Cynics on Christian and Jewish thought is gaining new recognition 
(6.152). The earliest Christian monks may have had Cynic philoso- 
phers as their models (6.153). 


Neopythagoreanism and Neoplatonism 


Philosophical ideas associated with Pythagoras and Plato enjoyed a 
resurgence in the first century a.o. The developments that led to 
Neoplatonism have already been described briefly. The Pythagorean 
school had ceased to exist by 300 B.c.; its first-century revival taught 
many things, including a potpourri of Platonic dualism and demonolo- 
gy that would have astounded Pythagoras himself. It took over a num- 
ber of ideas and some of its literature from the Orphic cult (p. 137). 
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Both of these movements lacked the formal organization of schools, 
and their adherents taught a wide range of ideas. An interest in math- 
ematics, the Platonic doctrine of the Forms, and reincarnation (taught 
by both Pythagoras and Plato) was about all that linked them with the 
classical philosophers whose names they bore. They mixed religion, 
metaphysics, some astrology, and advice for daily living to produce reli- 
gious movements that presented themselves as eclectic philosophies, 
not unlike the New Age movement of our day. Paul warns the Colossian 
church against such a combination of “philosophy and empty deceit” 
(Col. 2:8). 

The prime example of a Neopythagorean teacher in New 
Testament times was Apollonius of Tyana, mentioned on page 131. He 
was credited with a miraculous birth, with the ability to exorcise 
demons and heal the sick, and with a teaching ability that amazed even 
the Brahmins of India. He traveled all over the Near East, accompanied 
by a few disciples. As already noted, the written account of his life is 
later than the Gospels and Acts, so we cannot be sure how much the 
picture of Apollonius is influenced by stories about Jesus and Paul, 
which were relatively well known by a.p. 200. Suffice it to say that the 
traveling philosopher-guru was a familiar figure in the first century 
(6.164; 6.167; 6.169). 

Pliny records an encounter with one such man, a Syrian. His letter 
(Ep. 1.10) serves to show us how eagerly people received these itiner- 
ant teachers. Notice in the second paragraph that Pliny contrasts this 
man to the usually filthy, deliberately offensive Cynics. 


If our city has ever supported humane studies, they are cer- 
tainly flourishing there now. I could give many outstanding 
examples, but one will suffice: the philosopher Euphrates. . 
Just as only an artist has the ability to judge painting, sculpture, 
and modeling, so no one can understand a philosopher except 
another philosopher. As much as J am able to judge, Euphrates 
has many exceptional and outstanding qualities which attract 
and edify even people who are only modestly educated. He 
argues subtly, with profundity and eloquence; he often displays a 
truly Platonic richness and breadth of learning. He can speak at 
length on a variety of topics and has a particular charm which 
draws a reluctant audience and persuades them. 

In addition he is tall and distinguished in appearance, with 
long hair and a long white beard. These attributes are his by 
chance and may seem trivial, but they win him a great deal of 
respect. There’s nothing repulsive about his dress; his manner is 
austere without being gloomy, so that as soon as you meet him you 
admire rather than shun him. The sanctity of his life is equalled 
only by his kindness; he attacks faults, not persons, and does not 
chastise wrongdoers but corrects them. You would follow him as 
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he taught, hanging on every word, and you would want him to 
continue persuading you after you've been persuaded. 


One cannot help but think of Agrippa’s reaction to Paul’s preach- 
ing (in the Kv): “Almost thou persuadest me to be a Christian” (Acts 
26:28).’ Christian missionaries must have appeared to their pagan 
audiences as another variety of the traveling philosopher. The message 
they brought was not entirely alien, containing elements similar to the 
mystery cults and philosophical schools of the day. And the Christians 
took advantage of those similarities to make their message intelligible 
to their hearers. We've already sccn how Paul adapted mystery-cult ter- 
minology to fit his needs. He and John also appropriated the Logos 
concept from the Stoics and turned it into a designation for Christ. In 
his speech to the Athenians in Acts 17:22-31 Paul even quotes the 
Phaenomena of Aratus, a poem popular in Stoic circles of the time 
(6.168; 6.175). 


Christians and Philosophy 


Not all Christians welcomed the cross-fertilization that went on 
between Christianity and the philosophical schools during the first cen- 
tury (though all of our sources on the matter are second-century). 
Tertullian, in the late second century, asked the question that became 
the battle cry for those who wanted to keep Christianity free of 
Hellenistic “contamination”: Quid ergo Athenis et Hierosolymis? (What 
does Athens have to do with Jerusalem?) He wanted to propound a 
Christian theology totally devoid of cultural influences (6.173). The 
majority of Christian thinkers, though, saw no reason to forfeit the 
Greco-Roman tradition in which they had been reared and educated. 
Many of these people came to Christianity as adult converts, with many 
years of a non-Christian world view bchind them. They saw a need for 
diplomatic relations, or at least a cultural exchange, between Athens 
and Jerusalem. They assimilated the two by interpreting the teaching 
of the philosophical schools as early, imperfect versions of Christian 
doctrine (6.174; 6.177). 

They were aided in this process by the fact that certain terms used 
in the philosophical schools had been taken over by the church. As 
noted in chapter 5, heresy had originally meant a difference of opinion 
between philosophers. Dogma had also originated in philosophical cir- 
cles, as had the related term doxa (opinion). If the philosophical 
schools were using terms familiar in a Christian context and were talk- 
ing about God (usually in the singular), it was easy for people without 
a sense of historical-critical judgment to assume that they were talking 
about the same things as the philosophers. 

So close was the association between Christianity and the philosoph- 
ical schools that by the second century some Christians were arguing 
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that Christianity deserved to be legitimized not as a religion but as a 
philosophy. It met all the criteria. It had a founder with a cotcrie of dis- 
ciples, a code for daily living, and metaphysical and theological over- 
tones. This argument was put forth most cogently by Justin Martyr, also 
called Justin the Philosopher. He says that he sought out first a Stoic 
teacher, then a Peripatetic (a follower of Aristotlc) who was interested 
above all in his fee, then a Pythagorean, finally a Platonist, “so that in a 
short time I believed that I had become wise; such was my ignorance” 
(Dialogue with Trypho 2). Having found all those schools inadequate, he 
turned to the true philosophy, Christianity. Justin equates baptism to 
the moment of conversion to a philosophical school: “We call our wash- 
ing ‘enlightenment’ because those who learn these things have their 
minds enlightened” (First Apology 61). 

Clement of Alexandria summed up the Christian attitude toward 
philosophy as it had developed by a.p. 200: “By philosophy I don’t 
mean the Stoic or Platonic school, or the Epicurean and Aristotelian, 
but whatever has been said correctly by any of the schools and whatey- 
er teaches righteousness along with wisdom combined with reverence; 
this eclectic body of learning is what I mean by philosophy” (Stromata 
1.7; 6.165). 


Notes 


1. Cf. what is said about oral traditions in Judaism in chapter 2. 
The Catholic Church also bases part of its dogma on teachings 
supposedly given orally to the apostles by Jesus (as in Acts 1:3) 
and then passed on to the bishops, the successors of the various 
apostles. 


2. In John 5:2 this is the word translated as “porticoes,” or covered 
porches. 


3. The exact meaning, and best translation, of this passage is 
unclear. The rsv and other modern versions translate it in vari- 
ous ways. 
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SOMEONE ONCE COMPLAINED that “historians give us the extra- 
ordinary events, and omit just what we want, the everyday life of each 
particular time and country.” That complaint is certainly justified in 
the study of the New Testament. There’s a great deal of scholarly dis- 
cussion about Greek verb tenses or other such abstruse matters. At the 
other extreme, there is much preaching about the application of the 
message of the New Testament to modern life. Both of those facets of 
the study of the New Testament are important, but neither is a com- 
plete approach to the New Testament writings. Both examine the text 
in great detail, but too often neither pays enough attention to the con- 
text (see chapter 1). Both are greatly enhanced by knowing something 
about how pcople lived from day to day in New Testament times. 
Thus far we’ve examined some larger issues—powers of govern- 
ment, religious practices, and intellectual outlook. In this chapter we’ll 
look at matters pertaining to social status and family life. Unfortunately 
the New Testament writers didn’t bother to fill us in on such things, any 
more than a modern novelist stops to explain the functions of a mayor 
or a senator if one of his characters happens to hold that position. The 
audicnce far whom the book is written knows what those positions 
involve. The original readers of the New Testament books had that 
kind of knowledge about the social classes and living situations of their 
day and didn’t need commentary. Ovid says that there were poems writ- 
ten about how to play different types of ball games, how to swim, how 
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to play with a hoop, rules for dinner parties, and other day-to-day mat- 
ters (Tristta 2.485—-490). None of them survive, largely because they 
weren’t very interesting to people who knew those things and therefore 
didn’t think they needed to make copies of them. Nor did they clutter 
their other works with explanations of things they could assume their 
readers knew. 

When the author of Acts refers to Asiarchs (19:31), for example, he 
didn’t have to stop and explain in a footnote what that term meant. We 
modern readers of that passage—and of many others—must look to 
sources outside the New Testament for information we need to under- 
stand many of the assumptions and casual references within its pages. 
In this chapter we'll examine the more formal aspects of social organi- 
zation in New Testament times. In the next chapter we'll look at peo- 
ple’s behavior and their relations with one another. 


Social Classes 


Society of the first century A.D. displayed a curious mixture of class 
consciousness and social mobility (7.2; 7.7). A vast gulf separated the 
wealthy few from the poor masses, with only a relative handful of what 
might be called middle-class people, and those largely in the provinces. 
At the bottom of the social scale, as in any ancient society, were the 
slaves. We will examine this structure from the top down. 


The Free Classes 


From the earliest days of Rome, there had been two large classes of 
people: patricians and plebeians. Patricians were those whose ancestors 
had been in the senate at the time the Republic was founded (509 B.c.), 
Anyone not born into that class was a plebeian, no matter how wealthy 
one might become or what offices one might hold. At first all offices 
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were reserved for patricians, but as a result of pressure from the ple- 
beians, the right to hold office and to marry into patrician families was 
gradually extended. The term nobiles came to be used to designate ple- 
beian-born men who rose to hold high office and sit in the senate 
(7.13; 7.30; 7.34). 

By the time Augustus became emperor, there were legally three 
groups of Roman citizens, in descending order: first, the senatorial 
class; second, the equestrians; third, the plebeians. Wealth was the basis 
on which one was placed into these classes. The magistrates known as 
censors kept tabs on everyone’s financial assets (7.24; 7.50). A total 
worth of 400,000 sesterces' qualified an individual for entry into the 
equestrians, so called because in Rome’s early days they were plebeians 
wealthy enough to own a horse and ride into battle (7.32). 
Membership in the senatorial class required a million sesterces. The 
censors didn’t care where the money came from. Pliny (Zp. 1.19) sim- 
ply gave one of his friends 300,000 sesterces to qualify him for the 
equestrian class. A character in one of Martial’s epigrams (4.67) had 
less luck begging an old friend for a loan of 100,000 sesterces to bring 
him up to the minimum. 

The number of people in these top two classes was quite small. One 
scholar estimates that no more than two-thousandths of one percent of 
the Empire’s population were of senatorial rank, while the equestrians 
totalled less than one-tenth of one percent (7.39). These were privi- 
leged classes in every sense of the word. They sat in the front rows in 
the theaters and arenas, with a wall separating their section from the 
rest of the seats (7.16). They were entitled to wear a purple stripe on 
their clothing, broad for the senators and narrow for the equestrians 
(7.43). This purple (actually closer to our scarlet) dye was expensive 
because of the difficulty of extracting it from seashells (7.55). 

Loss of these ranks was a serious blow in a society where one’s dig- 
nilas mattered almost as much as life itself. Martial, himself promoted 
to the equestrian class by the emperor Domitian, ridiculed men who 
tried to retain their seats in the equestrian section of a theater after 
they had been demoted from that order. The fact that he devoted five 
pocms (5.8, 14, 23, 25, 38) to the subject suggests thal it was an impor- 
tant topic for his audience. Paul seems to be suggesting in 2 
Corinthians 10 that such concerns with social status need to be set 
aside (7.21). 

In spite of what might appear to be a rigid class system, it was possible 
for a hard-working or unscrupulous person to make his way up the social 
ladder (7.36). In another poem, addressed to a freedman named 
Callistratus, Martial (5.13) points out that he himself is a famous writer 
(because of his talent), while Callistratus is inordinately wealthy: “You can’t 
be what I am, but anyone of the common people can become what you 
are.” This ability of lower-class people to rise to the equestrian order, and 
the order’s prominence in business and civil service, may have contributed 
to the spread of Christianity across social boundaries (7.27). 
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The Romans relied on tribute from the provinces and levied no 
income taxes on citizens. There was little, if any, government regula- 
tion of business practices, beyond providing supervisors of the mar- 


Protecting the Consumer 
in Ancient Rome 


[Leaving the marketplace, Lucius ran into 
Pythias, whom he had not seen in several 
years. They exchanged greetings.] 


Pythias said, “l am in charge of the grain 
supply and am aedile. If you want anything, 
ll be happy to help you.” 


“You're very kind,” Lucius said, “but I've 
already purchased some fish for my dinner.” 


Pythias, when he saw the basket, shook it 
so that he could inspect the fish more care- 
fully. “What did you pay for this garbage?” 
he demanded. 


“| was finally able to bargain the fishmon- 
ger down to twenty denarii,” Lucius replied. 


When he heard that, Pythias grabbed 
Lucius by the arm and dragged him back 
into the marketplace. “From which one of 
these thieves did you buy these scraps?” 


(Continued on page 189) 


ketplaces (usually called aediles), 
whose job was to insure fair weights 
and measurements and protect 
against the most outrageous forms 
of price-gouging. Apuleius parodicd 
the activities of such a magistrate 
(sce box). Free of taxes and close 
regulation, an individual could 
acquire vast wealth in a short time. 
Slaves who were emancipated often 
used their contacts with their for- 
mer master’s friends and business 
associates to enrich themselves. 
Pliny describes a man named 
Macedo, a member of the senate 
and a former public magistrate, who 
was “a haughty and cruel master, 
who retained little memory—or 
perhaps too keen a memory—of his 
own father’s status as a slave” (Ep. 
3.14). Trimalchio, in Petronius’ 
Satyricon, is a caricature of a freed 
slave who became so rich that he 
counts his own slaves in battalions 
and throws out a silver dish which a 
slave dropped. While most Romans 
were eager to take advantage of this 
mobility, some aristocrats, like Pliny, 
felt it was important to preserve dis- 
tinctions between the classes (Ep. 
9.15). Juvenal and others echo this 
snobbery (7.19; 7.42). 

In the provinces the wealthier 
people were called decurons, and 


they made up the councils which had oversight of local matters and 
collection of taxes. If the province was unable to supply the tax bur- 
den assigned it by Rome, the decurions had to make up the differ- 
ence out of their own personal wealth. The Asiarchs who were 
friends of Paul (Acts 19:31) were members of this class. Although 
they were wealthy by local standards, property qualifications for 
decurions were about a tenth of those for senators and equestrians 
in Rome. The percentage of those who held such status in each 
province was not much higher than the percentage of equestrians 
in the population at large. Inscriptions reveal that some persons 
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honored for civic benefactions—who had to be quite wealthy to make 
such donations—were Christians (7.37; 7.54). 


The group mast conspicuous by 
its near absence from Greco-Roman 
society is a middle class of tradesmen 
and shopkeepers (7.33). The growth 
of such a class was checked by the 
nobility’s reliance on slavery and the 
tendency of the lower classes to be 
content with hand-outs from the rich 
and a fairly low standard of living. The 
upper classes did not need to hire free 
laborers or go to shops to buy goods 
(7.26). Much of what they consumed 
was produced on their estates; ser- 
vices were pravided by their numer- 
ous slaves, clients, or tenant farmers 
(7.52-53). At certain times, notably 
harvest or other special occasions, day 
laborers may have been hired (cf. 
Matt. 20:1-16), but such employment 
must have been sporadic and low-pay- 
ing (7.17). 

This does not mean that craftsmen 
and shopkeepers did not exist. In the 
large cities they certainly did, but they 
never achieved the kind of economic 
security or social respectability possi- 
ble in those positions today (7.18; 
7.38). Manual labor was disdained by 
aristocratic Greeks and Romans and 
by those with pretensions to aristoc- 
racy; it was something that slaves and 
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Lucius pointed at an old man sitting in a 
comer of the market. 


With all the authority of his office, Pythias 
immediately began berating the ofd fellow 
in a very harsh tone of voice. “Is this how 
you treat visitors to our city, especially a 
friend of mine? How dare you charge twen- 
ty denarii for these wretched little min- 
nows! If you drive food prices up fike that, 
no one will be able to afford to live here, 
and our fair city will be deserted. You're not 
going to get off with just a warming, either.” 


He then dumped Lucius’ fish on the 
ground and ordered one of his servants to 
trample them. Satisfied with the way he 
had fulfilled his duties, he turned fo Lucius. 
“You can go along home now,” he said. “l 
think the old scoundrel has been sufficient- 
ly punished.” 


Apuleius Golden Ass 1.24-25 


women did (7.20; 7.41). Theorizing about scientific principles was a 
genteel, intellectual exercise; inventing something was for mechan- 
ics. Someone like Archimedes, who put his ideas to work, was rare 
(7.22; 7.25; 7.40). Paul took some risk in terms of social status by 
engaging in tentmaking (7.35; cf. Acts 18:3; 20:34; 1 Cor. 4:12; 1 
Thess. 2:9). Perhaps that’s why he wanted his preaching to support 
him, but more likely he wanted the extra free time to proclaim the 
gospel (1 Cor. 9:14). 

Roman senators were forbidden by law to engage in business; most 
dodged the restriction by having their slaves and freedmen run their 
enterprises (7.29). The only socially acceptable way to earn money was 
to own land, which could be farmed or rented out (7.28). Investment 
in overseas trade was not considered too disreputable as long as the 
senator did not conduct the business himself and as long as he made a 
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lot of money at it. Marriage and inheritance were the preferred ways of 
passing large sums of money around in Rome. 

Such attitudes produced a society which one scholar has described 
as having at the top “a quite minute but extraordinanly prominent 
and rich nobility; . . . at the bottom, a large mass of the totally indi- 
gent; .. . strung out between the extremes, a variety too heteroge- 
neous to be called in any sense a middle class. . .. Great were the dif- 
ferences between the extremes” (7.39:93). Another scholar has calcu- 
lated that by the first century A.D., the income of a moderately wealthy 
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person would have been seven hundred times as great as that of a poor 
person, and the income of an extremely wealthy person would have 
been over 17,000 times that of a poor person (7.14). Such vast dispar- 
ity between the rich and the poor created resentment which is reflect- 
ed in the New Testament (7.46). 

The poor in the Roman Empire survived by crowding into small 
apartments, taking advantage of free water available in fountains all over 
any town, and receiving a subsistence allowance of grain from the gov- 
ernment (7.23; 7.4445). Maintaining the grain supply and the shows 
which distracted the populace (Juvenal’s “bread and circuses”) became 
a cornerstone of imperial policy (7.15). The lower classes almost cer- 
tainly suffered from various kinds of dietary problems (7.19). Beggars 
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are rarely mentioned in the literature, perhaps because philanthropy, 
either individual or corporate, was not part of the Greco-Roman social 
conscience, as noted earlier, The Romans instituted a system to support 
orphans only in the early second century a.p, Not even among 
non-Christian Jews is there clear evidence of organized charity before 
the destruction of the temple in a.p. 70, despite many prophetic cries 
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for justice to the poor and the high value placed on almsgiving.? The 
Talmud describes the collection and distribution of money and food 
for the poor, but the practice may have started in imitation of the 
Christians (7.47). 

In general the Greeks and Romans felt no responsibility or sympa- 
thy for the poor. In the second century B.c. Polybius (31.25) summed 
up the Roman attitude toward charity: “No Roman willingly gives any- 
thing to anyone.” The poverty of poor people was considered to be the 
will of the gods or the result of their own folly. As Juvenal put it, “What 
is worse than the mere fact of being poor is that it makes people the 
object of ridicule” (Sat. 3.151-152; cf. 7.42). Most Romans would have 
agreed with Jesus that the poor will always be with us (Matt. 26:11), but 
they would have missed the poignancy of his observation and his 
deep-seated concern for the downtrodden (7.31; 7.49). The suffering 
among this class of people went largely unrecorded but was none the 
less reat (7.51). 


Patrons and Clients 


No society could survive for long with such vast and obvious 
inequities. The Romans had no thought of government intervention to 
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redistribute the wealth. They contrived a system, however, whereby 
enough money trickled down from the top to keep the lower classes 
pacified. Each wealthy man was expected to act as patron/ protector to 
as many lower-class people as he could reasonably support. In the early 
days of the Republic, this assistance took the form of legal help and 
financial assistance during illness or when a dowry was needed to 
marry offa daughter. In return, the clicnt supported his patron in elec- 
tions, did odd jobs for him, and escorted him through the streets, giv- 
ing the patron’s social standing a healthy boost. 

By impcrial timcs clectoral support was no longer an issue, since 
elections took place in the senate. The patron-client system had 
become hereditary, though, and patrons continued to support clients 
as a measure of thcir status. Some nobles supported cntire towns 
(7.61). The client was expected to provide noisy support for his patron 
whenever the latter went to court. Court cases were usually heard out- 
side and, since sceret ballots were not commonly used in the courts,? 
the jury could be swayed by a vociferous audience. Anyone who could 
afford a client or two considered it an investment. Even slaves in 
wealthy houscholds are known to have had clicnts, who hoped that the 
slave would use his influence with his owner to secure favors for the 
chent (7.64). 

This relationship functioned as an informal welfare system, but it 
also reinforced the low opinion in which labor was held (7.63; 7.65). 
An able-bodied man need not work as long as he had a patron. Each 
day he received from his patron a small sum of money for his daily 
expenses. On birthdays and other special occasions, he could antici- 
pate a gift (7.56). Martial complains in some of his poems that his 
patron has been stingy with such gifts; he seems to regard them as a 
right. We also see in Martial’s poems (3.36) that a client had little time 
to work because he was expected to attend his patron on his trips 
around town, even carrying his sedan chair through the muddy streets. 
This fundamental feature of Roman society seems to underlie several 
passages in the New Testament (7.56-60; 7.67). 


Slaves 


Though at the bottom of the social scale, slaves were a numerous 
and important part of society in New Testament times. Roman slavery, 
however, differed in onc important way from the institution which 
existed in the American South before the Civil War. In Rome, slaves 
and masters were of the same ethnic background and thus indistin- 
guishable from one another (7.82). Seneca records that a proposal was 
once put forward in the senate to have slaves wear distinctive clothing, 
but when somcone pointed out that the slaves could then see how 
numerous they were in comparison to the free population, the idea was 
quickly dropped (De clementia 1.24.1). 
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Emancipation, which was common, conferred citizenship (7.75) 


But even freed slaves continued to have obligations to their former 
masters, who became their patrons (7.71; 7.79). In some ways a Man 


was better off as a slave, since the free 
man had no one but himself and his 
family to care for him if he was sick or 
injured. A slave owner had money 
invested in his slaves and saw to it that 
they had medical care and sufficient 
food and housing. A free man could 
take none of those things for granted 
(7.74). 

How slaves were treated in the first 
century A.D. varied with the individual 
master (7.70). Pliny claims to treat his 
slaves humanely, never working them 
in chains, allowing them to make 
wills, and sending one to a friend’s 
villa on the French Riviera to recu- 
perate from an illness. Pliny was prob- 
ably an exception, though. Seneca 
criticizes the typical Roman master as 
thoughtless and cruel in his treat- 
ment of his slaves (Ep. 47), and anec- 
dotes from other writers support the 
charge (6.146). Martial (2.66, 3.13) 
describes an aristocratic woman strik- 
ing a slave girl who had not arranged 
her mistress’s hair to suit her, and a 
man who cut outa slave’s tongue and 


intercession for a Runaway 


You did well to take back into your heart 
and your home the freedman who was 
once dear to you, as | asked you to do in 
my letter. You'll be glad you did; | certainly 
am, first because | see that you're so ready 
to listen to advice and that you can be in 
contro! of yourself even when angry, and 
then because you have paid me such a 
great tribute by yielding to my authority or 
granting my request. And so { commend 
you and offer you thanks. At the same time 
| caution you that in future you stand ready 
to forgive the faults of your people, even if 
there’s no one like me around to intercede 
for them. 


Pliny, Ep. 9.24 


crucified him. The satirist Juvenal also comments on upper-class 
women who take out their anger at their husbands by beating their 
slaves (Sat. 6.475-485). The problem was common enough that the city 
of Athens provided a place of refuge where slaves could escape brutal 
treatment, though not slavery itself (7.73). The emperor Claudius 
passed laws limiting a master’s right to punish or kill slaves, but in law 
the slave always remained a piece of property. 

Ry the middle of the first century A.D., Stoic philosophy was wide- 
spread enough to bring about improvements in the condition of slaves 
because of its view that all persons are subject to fate and not responsi- 
ble for their social status. Seneca (Fp. 47) professed to see no difference 
between the slave and the free person except an accident of birth or 
political misfortune (cf. Gal. 3:28). Anyone could become a slave if his 
country was conquered by another. There is thus no inborn inferiority 
in a slave. Aristotle, by contrast, had taught that some ethnic groups 
were by nature suited to be slaves (cf. 7.78). Seneca claimed to allow his 
slaves to eat dinner with him as equals and to discuss important topics 
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with them. Under the influence of Stoicism—and later of Christianity 
(7.68; 7.77)—the Romans gradually came to acknowledge the human- 
ness of their slaves (7.69; 7.81). Christians did not advocate the aboli- 
tion of slavery; such a notion would have been the equivalent of some- 
one today campaigning for the prohibition of automobiles. Slaves were 
such an essential, fundamental part of society that no one of that day 
could have stood far enough outside the social structure to talk about 
doing away with the institution of slavery. What Christians did call for 
was an enlightened attitude toward slaves as fellow human beings (7.68; 


7.76). 


Freedmen 


However slaves were treated, they could, once freed, blend into the 
surroundings in a way that blacks were never able to do in the South. 
Pliny’s friend Macedo had been able to rise to the pinnacle of Roman 
society from humble beginnings, achieving both wealth and status. 
Roman law provided that any child born to a slave after emancipation 
was a free person, without any legal stigma deriving from the father’s 
former servitude. The poet Horace, son of a freedman, became a close 
friend of the emperor Augustus. The freed slave himself, though 
barred from holding office or advancing into the upper echelons of 
society, could achieve whatever financial success he was capable of in 
his own lifetime. If he lived long enough, he might see his children 
gain social respectability to complement their wealth. By the mid-first 
century A.D., even the restrictions against freedmen holding positions 
of power were crumbling, especially if the emperor was interested in 
advancing an individual’s career, as Claudius did with his freedman 
Antonius Felix (7.83; see p. 77). 

The freed slave continued to have obligations to his former master, 
now his patron. In some cases the freedman would still live in the mas- 
ter’s house, especially if his wife was still a slave. A freedman might have 
nowhere else to go and few resources to fall back on. Little would change 
about his life except his legal status. In two letters that merit compari- 
son with Paul’s letter to Philemon, Pliny pleads with a friend to 
receive back into his fellowship a freedman who had offended his 
patron in some way (Epp. 9.21; 9.24; cf. box, p. 193). 


Women 


In Rome at this time, it remained true, as always in antiquity, that 
women did not count for much, quite literally. They were not included 
in census figures. Not even the New Testament writers were enlight- 
ened enough to count them. When describing the feeding of the five 
thousand, Matthew (14:21) concludes, “Those who ate were about 
five thousand men, besides women and children” (7.112). Roman 
women did not even bear individual names. Their names were simply 
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feminine forms of their fathers’ family name, as with Julia from Julius. 
If a man had more than one daughter, the second would be desig- 
nated “Secunda,” the third “Tertia,” and so on. Or they might be des- 


ignated as “Major” and “Minor,” the 
elder and the younger. 

Under the Empire women enjoyed 
greater social freedom than at any 
time before or since until this century. 
Many women ran businesses left to 
them when their husbands died 
(7.106), bought and sold property on 
their own (though this was not strictly 
legal until the emperor Claudius’ 
reign), remained single because there 
was no particular pressure on them to 
marry, and in general lived what 
could be called a “liberated” life. As 
noted in chapter 4, women could 
even obtain Roman _ citizenship, 
although it did not allow them to vote 
or hold office. But, as Michael Grant 
(7.105:38) observes, “Though women 
could not hold office, they were tradi- 
tionally influential, and the early 
empire produced some terrifying 
autocrats and termagants.” 

Women figured prominently in 
the social life of Rome. They enjoyed 
freedom of movement and socializa- 
tion which was denied them in other 
ancient societies, particularly in 
Greece. Greek men_ considered 
women by nature intellectually inferi- 
or to men; the primary level of inter- 
action between them was sexual 
(7.104). Greek women of the citizen 
class were typically excluded from 
social functions (7.93). Roman men 
shared the Greeks’ opinion to a 


: Pliny, Ep. 4.19 


The Ideal Roman Wife 


[My wife] has the greatest intelligence 
and just as great skill at running the house. 
She loves me, which is an indication of her 
purity. To these qualities she adds a love of 
literature, which arises from her love of me. 
She keeps copies of my writings at hand 
and even memorizes them. When | am | 
arguing acase in court, she is anxious until | 
she learns the verdict. She arranges for 
messengers to tell her what sort of recep- 
tion | got and whether | won the case, 
When | read one of my compositions, she 
sits nearby, shielded by a curain, and 
eagerly drinks in my applause. She sets 
my poetry to music and sings it, accompa- 
nying herself on the lyre. Her only teacher 
is love, the best of all masters. 


For these reasons | have the most certain 
hope that our harmony will increase each 
day and will last forever. For she does not 
love me for my age or physical appear- 
ance, which will slowly change, but for my 
fame. 


degree, so women never enjoyed political rights in Rome, but their 
opportunities for education and social activity were greater in Rome 
than in Greece (7.87; 7.92). Some religious cults, such as those of 
Dionysus and the Bona Dea, were primarily or exclusively for women 
(7.114); their rituals allowed the women an opportunity to be out from 
under the domination of men for a few days. 

Greco-Roman women lived under the protection of their fathers until 
they were handed over to their husbands. If the husband and father both 
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died, the closest male relative became the woman’s guardian. 
Throughout their lives, they had the legal status of children (7.85; 7.95; 
7.111). In Cicero’s words, “Our ancestors made it a rule that women, 
because of their weak intellects, should have guardians to take care of 
them” (Pro Murena 12.27), That may have been the legal situation, but in 
actual fact Roman women were educated, ate and conversed with their 
husbands and guests, and often ran family businesses when their hus- 
bands were unable to do so (7.103). Cicero’s wife had properties, includ- 
ing an apartment building, which were part of her dowry; in addition she 
managed her husband's financial affairs while he was in exile. Ovid pays 
frequent and lengthy tribute to the way his wife handled their affairs and 
kept pressing his case for recall while he was exiled to Tomis (7ristia 4.3). 
In spite of women’s apparent “liberation,” we need to be reminded 
that men of the first century A.D. never ceased to regard them as second- 
class persons, always in need of education and toleration and always 
defined in relation to a man, preferably a husband (see box, p. 195). The 
considerable difference in age that typically existed between husband 
and wife helped foster such attitudes as Pliny displays. For a man of the 
first century A.D., marrying a wife was more like adopting a daughter. 

The list of noteworthy Roman women is long, from Lucretia, who 
inspired the overthrow of Rome’s last king; to Cornelia, mother of 
the Gracchus brothers (reformers of the late Republic); and on to the 
women of the imperial family, most notably Livia and the two 
Agrippinas (7.88; 7.98). Nor should one forget Domitilla, the emper- 
or Domitian’s cousin, who may have been a Christian and who was sent 
into exile when her husband was executed. Pliny also mentions several 
womem whom he admires for their brave deeds or inspiring words 
(Epp. 3.16; 6.24; 7.19, cf. 7.97). We should also recall those two name- 
less deaconesses whom Pliny tortured to get information about the 
Christians in Bithynia (see chapter 4). There must have been large 
numbers of women who played such active roles in Roman society at 
that time. Their diminished role in surviving records of the period may 
be a function, first, of who produced those records (upper-class males) 
and, secondly, of what has survived. 

Because they weren’t bound to the house the way Greek women 
were, Roman women seem not to have been content to play mother 
and homemaker. They gradually assumed a freer place in society (7.90; 
7.101). By Augustus’ day, women reclined on couches at dinner beside 
their husbands instead of sitting by their feet or on chairs. As noted ear- 
lier, the emperor Claudius (a.D. 41-54) enacted legislation allowing 
women to inherit property and own businesses in their own names. 
The owner of Rome’s largest apartment house in the second century 
was a woman (7.109). 

Not everyone was comfortable with the freedom which women 
enjoyed by the mid-first century a.p. To many it appeared license, and 
there is no denying that Roman women conducted themselves as 
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aggressively as women evcr have in any era before our own (7.84; 7.100; 
7.117; 7.119). Roman men, once the emperors rendered them politi- 
cally impotent, could only try to salvage a few scraps of power by urg- 
ing women to be subject to their husbands; “that’s the only way woman 
and man become equals” (Martial 8.12). That sentiment is common in 
the New Testament epistles, yet with notes of mutuality and the husband 
owing the wife love and conjugal rights (1 Cor. 7:2-5; 11:3, 11-12; Eph. 
5:21-33; Col. 3:18-19; 1 Tim. 2:11—12; 1 Peter 3:1-8; cf. 7.86; 7.89; 7.107; 
7.115; 7.122). Under Roman law, women outside Palestine could sue for 
divorce, as shown by Mark 10:12 and 1 Corinthians 7:13 (see chapter 8). 

In Domitian’s time (A.D. 81-96) it became the custom for men and 
women to bathe together in the public baths in Rome, and some evi- 
dence suggests that this practice was copied in other cities (see chapter 
8). By 100, women had cast off almost all the old social conventions and 
were asserting their equality with men, taking part in court cases 
(Juvenal, Sat. 6.242-245; cf. 7.94, 7.110; 7.116) and composing literary 
pieces (Pliny, Zp. 1.16). Unfortunately, they also rivaled men in less 
admirable ways, such as gorging themselves at banquets and engaging in 
athletic contests, even as gladiators in the arena (Juvenal, Sat. 6.246-267; 
Petronius, Satyr. 45), though it should be pointed out that some scholars 
believe these last passages are literary exaggerations (7.99).* 


Daily Schedule 


The pattern by which a people organize their daily lives reveals much 
about their attitudes toward life and their values. Our modern 
nine-to-five routine stresses the importance of putting in a full day’s 
work, A two-hour lunch is regarded as almost sinful, unless it’s a working 
lunch. Such a schedule also implies that the hours before and after work 
time are private, Many of us work only five days a week. Anything beyond 
those hours is “overtime,” above and beyond the call of duty and deserv- 
ing of extra pay. We are always aware of time, seldom away from a clock 
or watch for more than a few minutes. In the summer we arbitrarily 
change our timepieces to create more daylight in the evenings. 

The ancients did not manipulate the day the way we do. Thcy fol- 
lowed a more primitive—or natural—schedule of rising with the sun, 
resting in the early afternoon when the day was warmest, then resum- 
ing activities in the late afternoon before retiring fairly early at night, a 
pattern still familiar in most countries around the Mediterranean. 
David Dinges, a psychologist at the University of Pennsylvania School of 
Medicine, has concluded from his research that most people experi- 
ence “a measurable lull in their level of alertness” between 1:00 and 
4:00 p.m. The Romans’ daily schedule was structured to allow for a 
break at precisely that time. 
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By the first century a.p. this pattern of daily life was well established 
all around the Roman Empire (7.123-125). Martial (4.8) describes a 
typical Roman day: 


The first and second hours wear out clients greeting their 
patrons; the lawyers are getting hoarse by the third hour; till 
the end of the fifth hour Rome works at its various tasks; the 
sixth offers rest to the weary; the seventh will be the end. 
From the eighth to the ninth hour the oiled wrestlers take the 
fore; the ninth bids us throw ourselves upon the beautifully 
adorned couches. 


This all becomes clearer when one reckons from about 6:00 a.m. as 
the first hour. Most lower-class Romans had wealthy patrons on whom 
they were expected to call at daybreak, when everybody in Rome got 
up, to pay their respects and receive a small sum of money to help them 
through the day; this process was known as the salutatio. Courts and 
other public offices were open only in the mornings. Any business not 
presented by the fifth hour (about 11:00 o’clock) had to be held for the 
next day. This pattern held true across the Empire. The nrsv note to 
Acts 19:9 reports from some manuscripts that Paul taught in Ephesus 
“in the lecture hall of a certain Tyrannus, from the fifth hour (11:00 
a.m.] to the tenth [4:00 p.m.],” i. e., during the midday hours after 
Tyrannus had finished his business for the day.’ People must have been 
interested enough in what Paul had to say to skip lunch and the siesta, 
or perhaps they drifted in and out during that time. 

By noon everyone was ready for lunch and a nap. A bit of exercise 
and a bath in the afternoon preceded dinner, which could begin as 
early as three. People expected either to entertain guests or to be invit- 
ed out, but it wasn’t safe to be on the streets of Rome long after dark. 
Dinner parties had to break up early, so they had to start rather early 
(Pliny, Zp. 3.12; Suetonius, Domitian 21). On holidays, whether regular 
or specially decreed by the emperor, games and theatrical shows would 
fill the day. 

The daily schedule might have been different on a farm or in a 
rural village—especially at planting and harvest time (7.126—128; cf. 
Matt. 20:1-16), but urban life in the provinces would have differed 
only in degree from Martial’s description. The workday began early, 
the afternoon and early evening were reserved for relaxation, and 
everyone tried to be safe in their homes shortly after dark. That 
much was constant across the Empire. The Jews may have eaten din- 
ner a little later than the Romans, perhaps because they didn’t have 
to worry about getting mugged on the way home or because their 
dinners weren’t as elaborate. The late dinner described in Acts 
20:7-8 would have struck most Greeks and Romans as out of the ordi- 
nary, even suspicious. 
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Meals 


The evening meal was the major event of the day in the 
Mediterranean world (7.132). Breakfast was usually a bit of bread and 
water, whatever happened to be left from the previous evening’s din- 
ner. Grain—wheat, oats, or barley (for the poor)—was the staple of the 
ancient diet (7.134; 7.136). Government policy often hinged on the 
necessity of securing an adequate supply (7.135; 7.139). Lunch was also 
meager. In towns across the Empire there were “taverns,” small shops 
where people could get a bite to eat and a drink. Excavations have 
shown that there was often no room to sit in these places, so we can 
assume that people in the first century 4.D. were familiar with the 
notion of “fast food.” 

By late afternoon, then, the average person of New Testament 
times was ready for a substantial meal. The Greeks had developed their 
evening meal into an elegant party called a symposium, at which musi- 
clans entertained and the guests engaged in conversation on a topic 
chosen by a master of ceremonies. The Romans refined the prepara- 
tion and serving of such a meal to an art, and they made a significant 
social occasion of it. 

Securing an invitation to dinner was a prime objective for anyone 
with any social pretensions. Wealthy men invited to their dinners large 
numbers of friends, clients, and social parasites, usually sending out 
invitations like the rich man in Matthew 22:1-14. A few dinner invita- 
tions survive among the scraps of papyrus documents discovered over 
the years in Egypt. They were probably carried by servants and read to 
the guests (7.137). Other guests might be invited on an impulse during 
the day. Anyone able to do favors for the host or enjoying current 
celebrity status was assured of free meals (7.131). That’s probably why 
Jesus was invited to the home of Simon the Pharisee (Luke 7:36-50). 

This process of wangling an invitation to dinner occupied much of 
a lower-class person’s day, to judge from the number of poems Martial 
devotes to it. Those who issued invitations wanted to show how impor- 
tant they were by the quality of the people who dined with them, or 
they expected dinner to lead to something else. They also expected 
their guests to reciprocate (Luke 14:12-14). Martial has unkind things 
to say about people who repeatedly find excuses for not fulfilling this 
obligation. 

We have a detailed and riotously funny description of a dinner 
party in Petronius’ “Dinner of Trimalchio,” the major surviving portion 
of the Satyricon. After some exercise and a bath, the guests take their 
places on couches in Trimalchio’s dining room, have their hands 
washed and their toenails trimmed by slaves, and enjoy course after 
course of elaborate dishes, most of them prepared to impress rather 
than nourish the guests. It was expected that guests would eat every- 
thing that was put before them. If necessary, it was socially acceptable 
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to excuse oneself, go to the bathroom and induce vomiting to empty 
the stomach, then come back to enjoy the rest of the meal.® 


(ae Pe 


Gold lamp found in Pompeii 
(Photo by Howard Vos) 


There is still in existence a Roman recipe book, attributed to 
Apicius, which tells how to prepare the garum sauce’ that the Romans 
globbed on most of their meat dishes to cover the salty taste resulting 
from the way they preserved foods (7.130; 7.133). The gourmet will 
also find recipes for stuffed sows’ udders, baked snails, and other such 
delicacies. One noteworthy dish is white bread, with the crusts 
trimmed, dipped in a mixture of eggs and milk, fried, and covered with 
honey. “French” toast, indeed! 

A frequent complaint about the food at these dinners is that dis- 
tinctions were made among the guests in regard to the quality of food 
served. Sometimes those reclining near the host, or at his table if sev- 
cral tables were set up, were treated to elegant dishes, while less hon- 
ored guests at the other tables were served second-rate fare. Much of 
Juvenal’s fifth satire is taken up with a complaint against this kind of 
stingy patron, e. g.: “He soaks his fish in the best olive oil; you get some 
pale cabbage recking of stuff that would smell fine in a lantern.” Pliny 
explains that people sometimes made these distinctions as a sort of 
false economy. He prefers to keep expenses down by serving the same 
moderate menu to all his guests (Zp. 2.6). Such distinctions among 
those at the dinner may have been part of the reason for the dissension 
among the Corinthians (cf. 7.129). 

People who know nothing of the ancient world think they know 
that Roman dinners were drunken orgies. That popular notion is not 
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entirely inaccurate. Even the potluck dinners at the church in Corinth 
got a bit rowdy (1 Cor. 11:21; cf. 7.138). But the fact that most people 
perceive the Romans to have been engaged in such things regularly is 
another case of the most extreme examples of behavior drawing all the 
attention. Most lower-class Romans never got within ogling distance of 
an orgy, just as the average person in Los Angeles never gets invited to 
a wild Hollywood party. 

Many upper-class Romans abhorred such excesses. The dinner par- 
ties of the emperor Titus, “were pleasant rather than elaborate” 
(Suetonius, Titus 7.2). His brother Domitian also took a puritanical 
approach: “He gave dinners frequently and generously, but almost hur- 
riedly. They never went on past sunset, nor did he hold drinking bouts 
afterwards” (Suetonius, Dom. 21). In reply to a friend who had written 
complaining of having to attend a riotous dinner, Pliny sanctimonious- 
ly pointed out that “I certainly don’t give that kind of dinner” (Ep. 
9.17). He preferred a dinner that was “simple, informal, abounding 
only in Socratic conversation” (Ep. 3.12). But some Romans would have 
considered Pliny a wet blanket because they found nothing wrong with 
what we would call an orgy. 

Onc of Ovid’s poems (Amores 1.4) can serve as an example of what 
might happen at a dinner party. The poet is addressing his mistress, 
whose husband has fouled up their plans by deciding to come to the 
dinner. Ovid says he’ll be in agony, reclining on a couch opposite them, 
watching her husband reclining next to her, fondling her in ways which 
American couples reserve for their most private moments: 


Don't let him put his arms around your neck; don't lay your 
sweet head on his rough chest. Don’t let his nimble fingers 
slide under your gown to touch your breasts. Above all, don’t 
let him kiss you. And if you kiss him, I'll reveal myself as your 
lover, take your hand, and say, “She’s mine.” I guess I can 
watch these things, but the acts that your cloak hides so well, 
those will be a reason for my blind fear. 


This last sentence indicates, incredible as it may seem, Ovid's dread 
that his mistress and her husband would actually make love on the 
couch during dinner. He goes on to say that he has made love to 
Corinna under her pailia, the long outer cloak which women wore. He 
begs her not to wear it to this dinner party, so there will be no possi- 
bility of her doing the same thing with her husband. We know from 
other sources that such a thing was not unheard of. 

The activities which Ovid describes were made possible, even encour- 
aged, by the fact that the Romans ate while reclining on couches, on the 
left elbow and reaching for food and drink with the right hand. This was 
an old custom borrowed from the Greeks, who seem to have picked it up 
from Asia Minor. It was regarded as a symbol of luxury. Those who 
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“lounge on their couches” are condemned in Amos 6:4. This manner 
of eating required that one have a large enough house to contain a siz- 
able dining room (outdoor eating areas were also fashionable) and ser- 
vants to bring in the food and clear the tables. The food had to be cut 
into bite-sized portions, since the guests could not use knives from this 
position and forks had not yet been invented. A Roman dining room 
was called a inclintum because three people reclined together on a 
couch and three couches were normally arranged around a table in the 
following manner: 


Bi/3 9 
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Couch A would be occupied by the host and his wife or any other 
family members present; B and C were reserved for guests. Position 3 
on couch B was the “head of the table,” the place reserved for the most 
honored guest (Martial 6.74: “he who reclines lowest on the middle 
couch”); position Al would be taken by the host. In early Rome, 
women sat by their husbands’ feet or on chairs, but by Jesus’ day, they 
reclined along with the men. With larger couches, as many as eighteen 
people could eat from one table. If there were more guests than could 
be accommodated at one table, other tables and couches would be set 
up (7.142). 

Everyone in that day knew which positions were assigned the most 
status. One of the guests in Petronius’ Satyricon (70) was offended when 
Trimalchio impetuously invited the cook to join the party, and the 
cook—a servant—took a place “above” the guest. It would obviously be 
extremely embarrassing to someone to think that he was one of the 
more important personages at a dinner and take one of the “higher” 
positions, then he asked to move to one that was lower in terms of 
social status. His gaffe would be immediately apparent to everyone. 
This social practice is what underlies Jesus’ advice (Luke 14:7-14) that, 
when invited to a dinner, one should not take the seat of honor: “When 
you are invited, go and sit down [recline in Greek] at the lowest place, 
so that when your host comes, he may say to you, ‘Friend, move up 
higher.” 
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What Jesus says in this passage only makes sense if the people to 
whom he was speaking were accustomed to eating like the Greeks and 
Romans. There is ample evidence in the New Testament and other 
sources that at least wealthy Jews of the first century a.p. had adopted 
the habit of reclining on couches to eat. Even those who did not regu- 
larly eat in this manner would have been familiar with the practice. 

Another dinner party is depicted in Luke 7:36-50, at the home of 
Simon the Pharisee. During the meal a woman bathed Jesus’ feet with her 
tears and dried them with her hair. The Kv and Rsv both describe Jesus as 
“sitting at table in the Pharisee’s 
house” and the woman as “stand- 
ing behind him at his feet.” But if 
Jesus was sitting up in a chair, how 
could the woman have been 
standing behind him at his feet? 
Must one imagine a terribly awk- 
ward scene like this one from a 
children’s Bible story book? 

But this is nonsense. Jesus 
was reclining on a couch. That’s 
what is said by the Greek verb 
used here, and the translators of 
the NIV are to be commendcd for 
translating it accurately. This 
meant that his feet were protrud- 
ing behind him, so the woman 
would have had no difficulty 
tending to him. 

It would have been easy for 
the woman to slip into the house 
unnoticed because the other 
guests had their servants with 
them. The number of people 
milling around in the house 
would have been considerable. Servants normally stood behind their 
masters, ready to attend to their needs (even bringing them chamber- 
pots during dinner, according to Martial 6.89), to accompany them 
home, and to carry leftovers from the meal. Guests were expected to 
bring their own napkins to a meal and were free to take reasonable 
amounts of food home with them. Martial (2.37) complains about a 
guest who swept practically everything off the table and passed it back to 
his servant. “If you have any shame,” the poet says, “put it back. I didn’t 
invite you to dinner tomorrow.” 

We sliould also envision Jesus and his disciples reclining at the Last 
Supper. Mark 14:15 and Luke 22:12 specify that the place where they 
shared the meal was “a large room upstairs,” so there would have been 
space for couches and a table. Several common Greek words used in 
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the New Testament mean “to recline (at table).” The most frequently 
used (in various compounds) is keimai, which means “to lie down”: 


anakewmat: Matt. 9:10; 22:10-11; 26:7, 20; Mark 6:26; 14:18; 
16:14; Luke 22:27 (twice); John 6:11; 12:2; 13:23 (dis- 
cussed in chapter I); 13:28 


katakewmai: Mark 2:15; 14:3; Luke 5:29; 7:37; 1 Cor 8:10 
sunanakeimai: Matt. 9:10; 14:9; Mark 2:15; 6:22; Luke 7:49; 14:10, 15 


The root pipto means “to fall,” so the verb anapipto might be some- 
thing like “to throw oneself down,” or “to flop down.” We probably 
won't see it translated that way in any published version of the New 
Testament: 


anapipto: Matt. 15:35; Mark 6:40; 8:6; Luke 11:37; 14:10; 17:7; 
22:14; John 6:10 (twice); 13:12, 25; 21:20; and fre- 
quently in pagan literature 


A third verb is lino and its compounds. This means “to lean” or “to 
recline” and is used only by Luke: 


kataklino: Luke 7:36; 9:14-15; 14:8; 24:30 


If someone was reclining next to Jesus, we can conclude that Jesus 
was not occupying the position of honor. A glance at the diagram on 
page 202 will show that the person in position B3 could not have had 
someone reclining “close” to his “breast,” as in John 13:23 (Rsv). But 
Jesus was the host for this dinner, acting as head of the family for a tra- 
ditional Jewish seder meal, and would have taken position Al. John, 
the beloved disciple (cf. 20:2), would have been in position A2. None 
of the synoptic Gospels provides much detail, but according to John 
13:24 (sv), Peter “beckoned” to the disciple next to Jesus and urged 
him to ask Jesus the identity of his betrayer. Was Peter in position A3, 
able to converse quietly with John? Or was he across the table, on couch 
C, so that he needed hand signals to get John’s attention? Jesus hand- 
ed the piece of dipped bread to Judas, which he could have done easi- 
ly only if Judas was in the other spot close to him, B3, the position of 
honor! 

Many Jews, then, reclined at the table, like the Greeks and Romans. 
Even when they were not in the presence of Romans and were celebrat- 
ing the most ancient of Jewish rituals, a group of devout Jews like Jesus 
and his disciples chose that manner of eating instead of the more typical 
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Near Eastern habit of sitting on the floor. Hellenization affected the serv- 
ing of the Passover meal and the conversation that went on during it. It 
came to resemble “to some extent the symposium of the Greeks: it was 
eaten in a reclining position, and was the setting for important discours- 
es on a set theme” (7.140:810). 

If the Jews modified things so basic as their eating pattern and the 
observance of the Passover, we must be safe in concluding that they 
were also influenced by other facets of the Greco-Roman lifestyle. By 
the time we get into Acts and Paul’s letters, the cultural background is 
Roman, not Jewish, and much of what we know about the Roman man- 
ner of living can be applied directly to the New Testament. 


Housing and Urban Life 


All over the ancient world, housing varied from simple dwellings 
for the poor to the elaborate mansions of the wealthier classes. The size 
and arrangement of dwellings in any ancient city, however, were influ- 
enced by the crowding that characterized all urban life of that time 
(7.156-157; 7.160-161). These cities had originally been confined 
within defensive walls. Luxuries such as yards and public parks had no 
place when living space was so severely restricted. Houses and shops 
were jammed up next to one another, sharing walls, like row houses in 
modern cities. One would find open space with grass and a few trees 
only in conncction with a temple or public bath, or in a park donated 
by a civic-minded aristocrat (Pliny, Ep. 9.39). 

The quality of life in a large city of the time was wretched for all but 
the very richest inhabitants. The constant noise and the difficulty of 
sleeping in rooms that were hot in summer and cold in winter seem to 
have kept people’s nerves on edge. Police forces didn’t exist, so people 
had to protect themselves as best they could, though burglars seem not 
to have been deterred by the inadequte security devices of the day. 
Violence was epidemic because it was usually the only recourse one had 
to righting wrongs one had suffered. And if the city was dangerous dur- 
ing the day, it became an absolute no-man’s land by night. Juvenal says 
that only a fool would go out after dark without having his will up-to- 
date: “This is freedom for a poor man; after being beaten and cut up 
by an attacker’s blows, he begs and pleads to be allowed to go home 
with a few teeth left” (Sat. 3.299-301). The citizens of any ancient cily 
would certainly have been in sympathy with America’s “Take Back the 
Night” movement. 

In Rome (as in modern Manhattan), because of the expense of land 
in the capital city, the average person lived in a large apartment house, 
usually shabbily built and poorly maintained by a landlord looking for 
exorbitant profits on his investment (7.154-155), Fire was an ever-pre- 
sent and usually lethal threat. Before Augustus’ time, Rome had no 
fire-fighting force. The best Augustus could institute was a system of 
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night watchmen who were supposed to wake people up and form buck- 
et brigades (7.151; 7.156). Juvenal pities the poor man on the top floor 


Poor Housing for the Poor 


We live in a city propped up, for the most 
part, on slender reeds. The landlord may 
stand in front of the building, even as it’s 
falling down, and cover up @ crack in the 


ancient wall. Then he'll tell you to sleep — 
soundly, though the: building is about to 


collapse. It's better to live out where there 
are no fires, no reason to be afraid at night. 
Here one neighbor is calling for water while 
another bundles his shabby goods to safe- 
ty. The third floor -- your abode — is already 
smoking, but you don’t know it. If an alarm 
is sounded on the lower floors, you'll be 
the last to burn, up there where only the 
tiles protect you from the rain and where 
the gentle doves cover their eggs. 


| 
| 


of a tenement (see box). 

The crowding in the cities made 
filth a major problem. Large towns of 
the Roman Empire had the most 
advanced sewage systems in the 
ancient world, but most of the homes 
weren't hooked up to them. Homes 
of the wealthy usually had stone-lined 
latrines, emptied periodically. Waste 
was used as fertilizer. The main pur- 
pose of the sewers was to handle the 
runoff from heavy rains. Public 
latrines were provided and were 
cleaned out by leather-tanners and 
cloth-bleachers, who needed uric 
acid as a raw material in their 
processes.® 

Many pcople scem to have been 
unwilling to use the public latrmes at 
inconvenient times. They resorted to 
chamberpots, which then had to be 
emptied. Landlords were required to 
keep slop jars in the halls of their 


buildings, but few did. Most people 
disposed of their waste by dumping it 
out a window. Juvenal says that having 
a chamberpot emptied on one’s head 
was a minor inconvenience compared 
to being hit by a brick falling from a decrepit building (Sat. 3.270-275). 
Other types of garbage were also tossed into the streets and alleys of the 
city, where—theoretically—rain would eventually wash them into the 
sewers (7.146). 

Smaller cities, which did not have such luxuries as sewers, had 
major health problems. Pliny (Ep. 10.98) described a town in his 
province of Bithynia as “elegant and well laid out,” but right through 
the middle of its main street “runs something called a stream, which is 
actually an extremely foul sewer. It is disgusting to look at and is 
unhealthy because of the odor which it emits.” He proposed, and 
‘Trajan approved, covering the seam to make a proper sewer. 

We know from census lists that there were only about a thousand pri- 
vate homes in Rome, compared to over 14,000 apartment buildings 
(7.158). Even tradesmen and shopkeepers, like Priscilla and Aquila, 
could not afford to own a private house. Their “house” (Rom. 16:5) was, 
in all likelihood, an apartment, perhaps one which took up most or all 
of one floor of a building. The ground floors of these large apartment 
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buildings were given over to shops. Priscilla and Aquila probably hada 
shop in the building where they lived, if they did not live in a portion 
of the shop itself. A typical apartment had three rooms: a large central 
living room, a dining room, and a bedroom (7.159). This, and not 
some luxurious villa, is likely to have been the sort of “house” in which 
the earliest Christian groups gathered (7.145; 7.147-148). 

In other towns in Italy, like Pompeii and Herculaneum, apart 
ment houses are also found, though none so large as those in Rome. 
Beginning in the second century B.c., under the influence of Greek 
city planners, these large apartment houses became common in the 
Near East, as did luxurious private homes similar to those in Greece 
and Italy. In the words of archaeologist H. K. Beebe, “The impact of 
Greek culture upon the people of Palestine was stunning” (7.169:91). 
Remote villages may have escaped Hellenization, but “city life was 
revolutionized.” 

Archaeologists in Palestine have traditionally given more attention, 
Beebe says, to “fortifications of cities, the palaces of kings and gover- 
nors, the complexities of temples,” and other such grandiose edifices 
(7.169:89). Until recently “little attention has been given to how ordi- 
nary people lived in biblical days.” That situation is changing, and the 
results show that life in Judea in the first century A.D. was little different 
from anywhere else in the Roman Empire. 

Remains of several apartment buildings have been found in Judea. 
Many lower-class people, however, continued to live in small, one- or 
two-room houses, usually with flat roofs because so little rain fell. The 
roof served some of the functions of the garden in a wealthy person's 
house, allowing the family to get fresh air and sunshine without stand- 
ing in the street. On muggy nights people would even sleep on their 
roofs (cf. Mark 13:15). But there were also large, expensive homes in 
Judea, with running water, bathrooms, and large dining rooms, as the 
New Testament clearly shows and as recent archaeological finds con- 
firm (7.153; 7.163). Such houses would require large numbers of ser- 
vants (Mark 13:34). 

The first reference to a house in the New Testament is in the 
Christmas story as recorded by Matthew. Contrary to the popular 
image of the wise men (3.176; the number three is nowhere men- 
tioned’), kneeling before the babe in the manger, surrounded by oxen 
and sheep, Matthew 2:11 says, “On entering the house, they saw the 
child with Mary his mother.” 

In Matthew 5:15, Jesus seems to have a small house in mind. He says 
that no one “after lighting a lamp puts it under the bushel basket, but 
on the lampstand, and it gives light to all in the house.” Many of the 
people to whom he spoke probably lived in homes which could be 
lighted by a single lamp. Peter’s house in Capernaum—which archae- 
ologists think they have actually found (7.167)—seems to havc been 


207 


208 


__ EXPLORING THE NEw TESTAMENT WORLD 


small, since people had to crowd around the door while they waited on 
Jesus (Mark 1:33). 

Jesus also mingled with people on the other end of the social scale. 
We’ve already seen that Simon the Pharisee could accommodate a large 
dinner party in his home. One day Jesus went to the house of Jairus to 
heal his daughter and found flute players and mourners (probably hired) 
making a racket. “When the crowd had been put outside, he went in and 
took her by the hand, and the girl got up” (Matt. 9:23-26). In both these 
cases, we should envision rather large houses, not unlike those we can visit 
today in Pompeii and Herculaneum. 

We actually have in the Gospels a couple of clues to the size of 
Jesus’ own house. It’s clear in Mark 2:1-2 that the evangelist has Jesus’ 
house in mind. It was large enough that “many” could gather, but even- 
tually the crowd got too numerous even for a house of that size. In 
Mark 2:15 we see Jesus having dinner “in his house.” Whether it was his 
or Matthew’s is not entirely clear from the Greek his (see NRsv note), 
but the inference that it was Jesus’ house is more natural, though not 
all scholars would agree with that conclusion (7.162). It must have 
been a fairly large house since “many tax collectors and sinners were 
also reclining with Jesus and his disciples” (NRsv note). The disciples by 
themselves would have made a good-sized dinner party, especially when 
we recall that the term disciple applies to any of his followers, not just 
the twelve. 

The likelihood that Jesus—or at least his family—owned a large 
home should not surprise us. Joseph had been a builder, likely a gen- 
eral contractor rather than a mere carpenter, and undoubtedly had 
built his family a comfortable home. The Greek word tekton, used in 
Mark 6:3 to describe Joseph, means someone who builds with wood and 
stone (7.143). Jesus likely followed the same trade, because he knew 
about planning and financing buildings (Luke 14:28-30). Paul says he 
was “rich” when he began his ministry, then “became poor” because of it 
(2 Cor. 8:9). The concept of Jesus as a homeless, itincrant preacher may 
have been read back too widely into the Gospel texts under the influence 
of the monastic movement, beginning in the fourth century 4.D. Yet 
according to one tradition (Matt. 8:20; cf. Luke 9:58), Jesus as the Son of 
Man did experience rejection and homelessness at a later stage of his 
career. 

Most of the other references to houses in the Gospels are too vague 
to allow us to determine anything about their size. In Acts, however, we 
find several references to what must have been rather sizable homes. 
On the day of Pentecost, “They were all together in one place” when a 
sound like wind “filled the entire house where they were sitting” 
(2:1-2). If the first all refers to the whole company of Christians, then 
there were a hundred and twenty people in that house (cf. 1:15). If, 
however, it was just all the apostles, there would have been twelve. The 
phrase “all the house” or “the entire house” does seem to suggest a 
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dwelling of some size. Yet, since a crowd soon gathers, it might mean a 
portico of the temple, where they later meet (Acts 3:11; 7:49 calls the 
temple a “house”). 

The homes of Cornelius the centurion and Simon the tanner 
undoubtedly reflected their power or economic prosperity. Simon’s 
must have been built in the Jewish fashion, since Peter could go up 
onto the roof to pray (Acts 10:9). One other home of the wealthy, that 
of Mark’s mother, is mentioned in Acts 12:12-17. When Peter was 
miraculously released from prison, he went there, “where many had 
gathered,” and knocked “at the outer gate.” This would not have been 
the front of the house. Houses in ancient cities opened directly onto 
the sidewalk (if there was one) or the street. A wealthy home had a gar- 
den in the rear, almost always with a gate opening onto an alley or back 
street. Peter was using common sense to go to this back entrance. He 
was an escaped prisoner and could hardly stand around on the street 
at the front door waiting for someone to let him in, especially the maid 
named Rhoda, who in her joy and distraction left Peter standing at the 
gate (12:14). 


Clothing 


Because clothing carried implications for social status in antiquity, 
iL is appropriate to examine it here. References to clothing are rare in 
the New Testament, simply because the writers saw no need to 
enlighten later generations on such a mundane topic. But there are 
a few, and we can learn something by looking at general practices in 
this area. The style of garments in Judea may have differed some- 
what from those in Greece and Rome, but the principles on which 
those styles were based varied little across the Empire. 

In addition to literary references, we can see in their artwork 
how the Greeks and Romans dressed. Representations of Jews are 
rare in ancient art because of the Old Testament prohibition against 
representing human figures, though some rabbis did interpret the 
words “graven image” quite literally to forbid only statues. At least 
one synagogue (in Dura-Europas in Mesopotamia) has numerous 
and colorful frescoes on its walls, but it is too far east and a bit too 
late to provide information for the New Testament period. Mosaics 
on the floor of the synagogue of Sepphoris may yield more informa- 
tion about the looks of Jews in Palestine in the Roman period, but it 
has not yet been analyzed. Few artists of other nations depict Jews, 
except when they are being taken captive. 

Greco-Roman clothing fell into two categories (7.168; 7.170). 
Garments put on by wrapping them around the body, such as the 
Roman toga or the Greek himation, were classified as amictus. These 
outer garments were worn on formal occasions or for warmth in win- 
ter. They were curnbersome and had to be removed when a person 
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engaged in physical exertion. That’s why the men stoning Stephen 
“laid their coats (Aimatia) at the feet of a young man named Saul” 
(Acts 7:58). The Roman man’s toga was larger and more elaborately 
draped than the woman’s cloak, known as a pallia, In haste an indi- 
vidual could sometimes just throw a cloak around himself. The mys- 
terious young man of Mark 14:51—who may have been cainping in 
the garden of Gethsemane, as pilgrims often did—had clothed him- 
self in that careless fashion when he came to see what all the fuss was 
about (7.174). When someone grabbed him, he slipped out of his 
garment and ran away naked (7.169; 7.172). 

Cloaks were expensive, so it was necessary to have someone watch 
one’s clothing in public places like the baths. Or at a public execu- 
tion. Complaints of stolen clothes are frequent (e. g., Petronius, Satyr. 
30). Perhaps the cost of the garment was one reason why Paul asked 
Timothy to bring with him a cloak which Paul had left in Troas (2 
Tim. 4:13). Because cloth was expensive and difficult to make at 
home, few people other than the wealthy owned morc than two gar- 
ments at a time. Martial (5.79) chides an ostentatious host who 
changed. his clothes eleven times during a dinner, on the pretext of 
being sweaty. Jesus, however, says that his disciples are not to have even 
two cloaks (Matt. 10:19). 

The more casual type of clothing was classified as indutus, meaning 
that it had sleeves and a neck hole and was slipped on over the head. The 
Romans called this a tunic, the Greeks a chiton. This two-layer arrange- 
ment of clothing is what Jesus had in mind when he advised his disciples 
that “if anyone wants to sue you and take your coat, give your cloak as 
well” (Matt. 5:40). Both men and women wore this type of clothing, with 
women’s outfits differing from the men’s primarily in length and colors. 
There was, however, enough difference in the appearance of the gar- 
ments that it was considered indecent for a man to wear a womman’s tunic 
(Seneca, Ep. 122.7). In cold weather extra tunics could be worn. The 
emperor Augustus, in his old age, usually wore four tunics and a heavy 
wool cloak in the winter (Suetonius, Aug. 82). Elderly people also 
sometimes wrapped pieces of wool around their legs. 

Women typically wore a short tunic under a longer, outer garment. 
This outer robe, known as a stola, could be left unstitched at the shoul 
ders to allow it to be put on or removed without disturbing the elabo- 
rate hairstyles popular in New Testament times. In that case it would be 
fastened at the shoulders with pins or broaches (7.171). One of the 
most captivating pieces of artwork from antiquity, now in the National 
Museum in Naples, is a life-sized bronze statue showing a young woman 
with her hands poised on her shoulder. She is either about to unpin her 
stola, or she has just pinned it. 

These types of garments were universal around the Mediterranean 
basin, though there would have been lacal variations—just as today some- 


-one from New York or Los Angeles wouldn’t dress quite like someone 


THE STRUCTURES OF THE GRECO-ROMAN SOCIETY 


from a small Midwestern town. In antiquity only barbarians wore 
breeches. Jewish clothing varied only slightly from the Greco-Roman; 
by the first century 4.D., it is questionable, according to the Encyclopedia 
Judaica (vol. 6:215), “whether there was a distinctive Jewish dress.” It is 
also significant that “in the Midrash, the Mishnah, and the Talmud the 
words used to describe dress are almost entirely Greek or Latin terms 
transliterated into Hebrew and most of the garments are of Greck, 
Roman or Iranian origin” (7.173:21). Another scholar sums it up: “Jews 
dressed like the rest of the 
Hellenistic world” (7.140:797). 
The basis of native Jewish dress 
was the ketonet, a tunic, slightly 
shorter and closer fitting than the 
Roman model. Over this was worn 
a simlah, or loose-fitting cloak. 
Important men in Judea wore a 
meil, a long robe with loose sleeves 
(Mark 12:38). 

People in the first century 
sometimes also wore an under- 
garment, a loin-cloth of cotton or 
wool. This, with the tunic tucked 
up, was common garb for men 
engaged in vigorous labor (Luke 
12:35; Eph. 6:14). In warm weath- 
er it might be the only clothing worn at work, though Jews were gen- 
crally more reluctant to exhibit their bodies than were the Greeks and 
Romans (John 21:7). Women wore such a garment during their men- 
strual cycles and would also sometimes wear a breast band. 

Both sexes wore a belt around the tunic which allowed them to reg- 
ulate the length of the garment. At times when speed or increased phys- 
ical activity was necessary, the tunic could be drawn up and held in place 
by the belt (or “girdle” in older translations; Luke 12:37). The belt was 
usually cloth. John the Baptist’s leather belt struck his contemporaries as 
worth noting (Mark 1:6). We have no ancient information about the 
length of the belt, but Paul’s was long enough that Agabus could bind 
the apostle’s hands and feet with it in a symbolic gesture (Acts 21:11). 

Among the Greeks and Romans, wool was the most common mate- 
rial for both tunics and cloaks. In the early days of Greece and Rome, 
women were expected to spend a good portion of their ume spinning 
wool and weaving garments. By the first century a.D. clothes were more 
likely to be purchased, although women’s tombstones still claimed of any 
virtuous woman that “she worked wool.” In the Near East, linen and cot- 
ton were favored for clothing. Garments intended for summer wear were 
woven more loosely than winter garments. Seneca (Epp. 90.5; 114.21) 
complains of disreputable men wearing tunics so loosely woven that one 
could see through them (7.175). Men’s tunics and cloaks were normally 
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left the natural color of the wool and would be bleached white on special 
occasions. As noted earlier, the senatorial and equestrian classes were 
allowed to have a purple stripe along the hem of their garments, 
Women’s dresses could be a variety of colors and have embroidery or 
designs stitched on the hem or around the throat. For a Roman man to 
wear a colored tunic or cloak except at a dinner party was considered 
scandalous (Martial 4.2). In the provinces, however, there seems to have 
been more latitude in the matter of color. The only restriction was that 
purple was reserved for the very wealthy (cf. Luke 16:19). Clothing styles 
also varied somewhat in the colder northern provinces (7.176). 


Conclusion 


Now that we’ve seen something of how Greco-Roman society of the 
first century A.D. was structured, how people ate, dressed, and orga- 
nized their days, it’s time to turn to the more vital question of their 
morality and standards of personal behavior. In those areas Christianity 
presented the greatest challenge to the world around it. 


Notes 


1. While it is difficult to establish equivalents between ancient and 
modern money, if we arbitrarily equate sesterces with dollars, we 
won’t be far from an accurate picture. Assets of $400,000 would cer- 
tainly make one upper-middle class today, and it is almost impossi- 
ble to get into the U. S. Senate without being a millionaire. 


2. See The Beginnings of Christianity, ed. F. J. Foakes-Jackson and K. 
Lake (London: Macmillan, 1920), vol. 5:148-149. Lake says the sec- 
ond-century pattern of “organized charity... prevailed . . . proba- 
bly in the first.” The “daily distribution of food” and the need to 
“wait on tables” in Acts 6:1-2 suggests a known practice in that 
Jewish-Christian milieu, and note Matthew 6:24, but we don’t have 
direct evidence for non-Christian Jewish practice of organized char- 
ity. 

3. The Romans experimented with secret ballots in elections toward 
the end of the Republic. Pliny reports that the senate Introduced 
secret ballots at the end of the first century a.p. (Ep. 3.20). At first 
the novel practice worked well, but before long some of the distin- 


guished members took to writing “jokes and obscenities” on their 
ballots (Ep. 4.25). 


4. There does exist, though, one relief which shows a sword fight 
between two women clad in breastplates, helmets, and shields. 
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Tyrannus probably owned this large room and rented it out to trav- 
eling teachers, of the sort discussed in chapter 6. Or Tyrannus 
might have run his own school during the morning hours. We can 
probably assume that Paul worked at his trade during the morning, 
then spent the midday and early afternoon teaching. Tyrannus 
must have been pleased to derive income from the hall at a time 
when it would normally have been vacant. Did Paul get a lower, off- 
hours rate? 


This pattern of gorging and purging obviously resembles the mod- 
ern eating disorder known as bulimia. I've been unable to find any 
published studies on the subject, but a scholar named J. R. Pinault 
read a paper on “The Evidence for Bulimia in Antiquity” at a con- 
ference of the American Philological Association in 1988. She 
informs me that she is working on a book on eating disorders 
among the Greeks and Romans. 


This garnish was made by allowing fish innards to sit until they 
liquified. The diguamen was then strained and refined. It must have 
been an acquired taste. 


Now we can see why these professions were considered “unclean” 
by the Jews and why Simon the tanner’s house was “by the seaside” 
(Acts 10:6), where it would get good ventilation from the sea 
breezes. The emperor Vespasian, notorious for his stinginess, taxed 
the tanners and fullers because, as he saw it, they were getting raw 
materials free. When his son Titus objected to such a tax as undig- 
nified, Vespasian handed him a coin and asked him to smell it. 
“Does it smell bad?” When Titus said no, Vespasian replied, “That's 
odd. It came right out of the latrine” (Suetonius, Vesp. 23). 


For discussion of the origins of the number three and the names 
assigned to these men, see chapter 3. 
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CHAPTER 


GRECO~ROMAN 
MORALITY AND 
PERSONAL 
RELATIONS 


W en WE COME to the topic of morality in the ancient world, we 
reach the point at which we differ most fundamentally from pagan 
antiquity. The things we’ve studied thus far, from political organization 
to dress, are recognizable variations of things we do today. They may 
seem quaint, but we could probably imagine ourselves living under 
those conditions. Greco-Roman morality, however, rests on entirely dif- 
ferent premises from ours. Few of us, conditioned by Christian teach- 
ing and living under laws which rest ultimately on the Judeo-Christian 
tradition, could imagine ourselves approaching morality on the bases 
which the Greeks and Romans used. 

This is one area in which there is more than a modicum of truth to 
the popular perception, spread through paperback novels and gladiator 
movies, of Rome as a cruel, lascivious society. The fact is that, for the 
Romans of New Testament times, watching people die under the most 
barbaric conditions in the arena was a standard means of amusing the 
idle populace (though some intellectuals like Seneca and Pliny did object 
to it, as we saw in chapter 4); seduction and adultery were the pastimes of 
the self-indulgent rich; unwanted children were simply thrown away, 
sometimes even dumped in sewers (8.3). 

The Greco-Roman view of morality was so different from the 
Christian that the Christians saw themselves as surrounded by evil 
(8.2). Paul says that the only way they could avoid associating with 
immoral people would be “to go out of the world” (1 Cor. 5:9-10). Even 
the more sensitive among the Romans admitted that they were a cor- 
rupt people, willing to stop at nothing to advance their own interests. 
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As Pliny says (Ep. 3.20), “Many people regard public opinion highly, but 
hardly anyone follows conscience.” Lest we think him overly pes- 
simistic, Sallust had a similar reaction when he began his political 
career in the first century B.c. He found that “recklessness, bribery, and 
greed flourished instead of decency, restraint, and virtue” (Catéline 3.4) . 

By the end of this chapter, the reader will see that such statements 
have minimal distortion and are rather fair assessments of the moral 
bankruptcy of ancient Rome (6.130). Unlike the earlier chapters, par- 
allels with the New Testament will not be as obvious as contrasts. 


The Basis of Greco-Roman Morality 


The crux of the problem is that morality (from the Latin mores, 
meaning customs or habits) must rest on one of two sanctions: divine 
authority or communal wisdom (8.9). Anthropologists have shown that 
the laws which govern the behavior of any society are believed by the 
members of that society to have come from one source or the other. In 
some cases, as with the Confucian system which dominated the Orient 
for so long, one man’s wisdom was taken as valid for the society as a 
whole. 

In other cases the law-giver asserts the authority of his code on the 
basis of its divine origins. The Babylonian Code of Hammurabi (eigh- 
teenth century B.c.) acknowledges that the gods had given the laws to 
the king to be passed on to the people at large, a pattern familiar to us 
from Moses’ experience on Mt. Sinai. The Judeo-Christian tradition 
which dominates modern Western society thus sees morality as having 
divine sanction. One does not commit adultery for example, because 
God savs not to do that. 

The Greeks and Romans, however, based their morality on laws 
given by an individual and validated by the community, not the gods. 
Each Greek city-state had its great lawgiver: prime examples are Solon 
for Athens and Lycurgus in Sparta. Much of Plato’s thought was devot- 
ed to working out an ideal political system based on laws formulated by 
human reason. The Romans looked to the Twelve Tables of the law, 
first written down in the mid-fifth century B.c. and based on legislation 
allegedly handed down by Romulus, the founder of Rome, and Numa, 
another of its early kings. None of these law codes even pretends to 
have a divine origin (8.7). 

The Greeks and Romans did teach that one should not commit 
adultery, but not because the act violates a divine prohibition. It was 
viewed as a violation of property rights. Greek and Roman men didn’t 
want another man sleeping with their wives—who were their proper- 
ty—any more than they wanted someone stealing their farm animals. 
Under such a system, any reluctance which an individual feels to com- 
mit adultery comes not from fear of divine retribution but from the 
more prosaic fear of being caught by the woman’s husband. If one 
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believes that he can avoid detection, there is no reason not to commit 
the act. 

The Greek view of morality is summed up by A. R. Burn, in a way 
also apt for the Romans (8.4:252). For these people, he says, 


Laws and customs cxist not by nature or by the unalterable 
will of the gods, but simply by custom or convention. It was 
then also a perilously short step, for anyone who found tradi- 
tional morality troublesome, to appealing from it to the law 
of nature or of the jungle, either in power politics or in per- 
sonal relations. 


Though the subject of morality covers business, politics, and inter- 
personal relations, it is fairly easy to describe Roman behavior in those 
first two areas but more difficult when it comes to the last. Self-interest 
and reciprocity were the dominant principles by which the Romans 
lived (8.17). The individual was expected to do what was to his advan- 
tage, regardless of its effect on others, so long as he did not violate 
another person’s property. He was expected to repay favors and could 
count on having his favors returned. 

These principles explain some of the surprising turns in Roman pol- 
itics. When Julius Caesar was assassinated, for example, he left his wealth 
and power to his grandnephew, Octavian. This surprised and angered 
Caesar’s chief lieutenant, Marc Antony, who had expected to inherit 
Caesar’s position. Antony contested the legality of the will, and a deep 
animosity developed between him and Octavian. Yet they put their 
resentments aside long enough to defeat Caesar’s assassins (Antony 
even married Octavian’s sister), then turned on one another. At no 
point did either man seem to consider what might be advantageous for 
Rome or how they might reach some permanent compromise. The 
guiding impulse for both men, as for any Roman of the time, was to seek 
for their own personal advancement. (Perhaps it’s worth pointing out 
that the Latin word for campaigning for office was ambitio.) 

The Romans talked a lot about moral or upright behavior—using 
terms such as duty, loyalty, prudence, and utility (8.12)—and by the 
first century B.c., they were lamenting the decline in morality which 
they saw everywhere. But they never defined any basis for teaching 
morality other than admiration for the virtues of earlier generations. 
They were “decidedly against interfering by means of legislation in the 
development of moral behavior” (8.14:361). 

Since, by the first century 4.D., the population of Rome was a poly- 
glot of former slaves and people drawn by commercial opportunity, the 
city had no traditions that meant anything to the mass of its people. 
The immigrants brought in by this flood “had literally been demoral- 
ized by uprootage from their native surroundings, cultures, and moral 
codes; years of slavery had destroyed in them that self-respect which is 
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the backbone of upright conduct; and daily friction with groups of dif- 
ferent customs had worn away still more of their custom-made morality” 
(8.7:366). 

If a people lack a morality based on customs or traditions, they 
might turn to religion for a grounding of their social behaviors. But 
the Romans did not see that morality had any relation to their reli- 
gious beliefs. The object of religion was to secure the goodwill of the 
gods and avert misfortune. In short, “Roman religion was concerned 
with success not with sin” (8.15:17). The gods weren’t interested in 
the daily conduct of their worshipers. Blood guilt incurred by murder 
did render a person “unclean” and unsuitable for participating in rit- 
uals, but a man could seduce his neighbor’s wife on the way to a 
pagan god’s temple or cheat his neighbor in a business deal and still 
be acceptable to the deity. There were certain restrictions because of 
class or societal obligation, but no action in itself was immoral, except 
for incest, cannibalism, and murder of a blood relative, things that 
are taboo in almost every society anthropologists have studied. A 
“pious” person was one who observed the proper rituals, regardless of 
how he felt about them (8.18). 

The gods themselves were bad examples of behavior. Merchants 
and thieves had their own god (Hermes/Mercury), and Zeus, Apollo, 
Poseidon, and other gods had seduced or raped countless young 
women, as well as the occasional young man. Several goddesses had 
also had affairs with mortal men. How could the behavior of the peo- 
ple be expected to excel that of their deities? That was precisely the 
problem Plato had seen when he forbade the telling of the old myths 
in the ideal state outlined in his Republic. 

Whereas most Christians today would define their sexual morality 
as based on religious teaching, the Greeks and Romans made no such 
connection. In the words of R. Flaceliere, “The domains of religion and 
sexual morality were then regarded as completely separate” (8.10:70). 
The Romans’ attitude toward sexual mores remained remarkably con- 
sistent over several centuries. As Durant describes it (8.7:68), “From 
beginning to end of Roman history the sexual morality of the common 
man remained essentially the same: coarse and free. . . . What increas- 
es with civilization is not so much immorality of intent as opportunity 
of expression.” 

Given the proper circumstances, any Roman man would attempt to 
sleep with any woman, provided only that any potential retribution 
from her male kin might not be too severe. An incident that illustrates 
this point is related in Apuleius’ Golden Ass (2.6; ca. A.D. 180). The main 
character, a young man named Lucius, was staying with a friend of his 
family while visiting a foreign city. The host’s wife was extremely attrac- 
tive, and Lucius thought she might receive his aitentions kindly. But he 
reflected that she was the wife of his host, and it would be a violation 
of his obligations as a guest if he tried to seduce her. It would also get 
him thrown out of the house if his host found out about it. Therefore 
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he resolved not to seduce the wife but to try for the maid instead. Being 
of a lower class, she was fair game. The issue here is not whether it’s 
right or wrong to have sexual relations with a woman he isn’t married 
to, but which woman it would be more advantageous for Lucius to 
seduce. 

Such a passage shows us that, from the Greco-Roman viewpoint, 
Jesus’ blanket prohibition against adultcry and against even desiring a 
woman would have been virtually incomprehensible, as would most of 
his ethical principles (8.11; Matt. 5:27-30). Paul must have sounded 
like he was preaching a strange doctrine, too, when he exhorted the 
Corinthians, “Do not seek your own advantage, but that of the other” 
(1 Cor. 10:24). This is not to claim that no Greek or Roman ever 
thought about doing something for someone else (8.5), but such altru- 
ism was a rare sentiment. 

In his Republic (332d) Plato tried to refute the definition of justice 
as doing “good to friends and evil to enemies” (cf. Matt. 5:43: “You have 
heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your 
enemy.’”) Other Greck and Roman philosophers expressed altruistic 
sentiments similar to the Christian notion of loving the neighbor as 
oneself, as John Whittaker has shown (8.19), but the idea never seems 
to have gained wide popular acceptance (8.16). Seneca’s advice is 
about the closest the Romans could come to a basis for morality that 
expressed some concern for others: treat your infcriors kindly because 
they, given the whims of Fate, could someday be your superiors (Ep. 
47). Self-interest and reciprocity are still at the heart of that statement. 


The Evidence for Roman Morality 


If only one or two first-century writers displayed immoral or amoral 
attitudes, we might argue that they were expressing their personal views 
and did not represent their society at large. But the same themes reap- 
pear in one writer after another, and in the lives of one political figure 
after another, from the first century B.c. to the early second century A.D. 
Catullus was the first of the lyric poets to write about his affair with a 
(married) woman, whom he gave the pen name Lesbia. Propertius with 
his Cynthia and Ovid with his Corinna made this a popular model for 
the “jet set” of that day (8.22). Later in his life, after he had been 
exiled, Ovid tried to claim that Corinna was purely fictitious and that 
his life, if not his poetry, had been pure (Tristia 2.353-356). At the end 
of the century Martial would make the same claim. 

Other writers, such as Petronius and Juvenal, show us that the situ- 
ation got steadily worse until the early second century A.D. We can only 
conclude that, even allowing for literary exaggeration (“poets are 
allowed to lie,” as Pliny says), the picture these writers present is true 
fundamentally, if not in every detail. And it is corroborated by pictori- 
al evidence from Pompeii and Herculaneum, where today the guides 
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{Photo by Howard Vos) 


will—for a fee, of course—remove the covers concealing certain 
obscene paintings and mosaics (8.25). The Romans, who regularly 
encountered nudity in their baths, arenas, and theaters, seem to have 
been less impressed by it than the Greeks, who saw it as having over- 
tones of heroism (8.21), as in the gymnasion (Greek, from gymnazein, “to 
exercise naked,” | Macc. 1:14-15; 2 Macc. 4:9-17). 

The study of morality in the first century A.D. does present a prob- 
lem in choosing the best method. It is one kind of sociological survey, 
but as J. Crook (8.23:9) notes, 


sociology depends on measurement, upon statistical tech- 
niques for discovering what most people mostly do, and so 
upon measurable evidence. Notoriously, the ancient world 
very seldom provides such evidence, only particular state- 
ments of individual alleged facts. 


That limitation should be born in mind, but it shouldn’t prevent us 
from making some observations that will be generally applicable. We 
can use evidence from both Greek and Roman sources, since the dis- 
tinctions between Greece and Rome had long since blurred, as noted 
earlier (8.26). We will break down our survey of Greco-Roman morali- 
ty under several headings, beginning with the condition of the family. 
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Remains of the Circus Maximus (in the foreground) in Rome 
(Photo by Howard Vos) 


Family Life 


It would be going too far to say, as one scholar once did, that the 
freedom enjoyed by Roman women led to the decline of morals in 
general and of family life in particular (7.91:90-95). Literary works 
and other sources provide graphic evidence that this decline was 
caused by a number of factors. It is a sad but instructive lesson to see 
how far the Roman sense of the family was degraded over the cen- 
turies. What was happening in the capital had repercussions all over the 
Empire (8.35). 


The Roman Concept of Family 


The early Romans (even more than the Greeks) had an austere, 
upright view of the family (8.37). Rome itself was seen as an extended 
family, with its sacred hearth and flame maintained by virgin priestesses 
devoted to Vesta, goddess of the purity of the home (8.30). Each fami- 
ly was a religious unit, with its own household gods and rituals, as well 
as being a group of people related by blood (8.36). All the families of 
the city joined together in worshiping certain tribal gods, such as 
Jupiter and Juno. Within each family the father, as priest and patriarch, 
had patria potestas, absolute control of the lives and affairs of his wife 
and children (8.29; 8.32). The law allowed him to inflict capital pun- 
ishment on them or sell them into slavery, though such things rarely 
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happened. He arranged his chil- 
dren’s marriages and planned his 
sons’ Careers. 

This powcr continued in force as 
long as the father lived, regardless of 
the age of the children. Even after 
the sons were married and had fami- 
lies of their own, everything of theirs 
belonged to their father. A daughter 
did not completely escape his con- 
trol, either, unless that was made a 
condition of her marriage contract. 
In some circumstances, a married 
woman’s father could interfere in 
her affairs and even break up her 
marriage if he thought it advisable 
(8.34). The woman was expected to 
practice domestic crafts, manage the 
slaves, and behave herself with the 
utmost propriety (8.31). Early 
Roman law allowed a man to kill his 
wife if he caught her in adultery or 
divorce her if he detected the taste of 
wine on her lips. Though harsh, this view of the family produced a sta- 
ble society in which adultery, divorce, and juvenile delinquency (8.97) 
were virtually nonexistent. 


A Roman couple 
(Photo from Alinari/Art Resource, NY) 


The Decline of the Roman Family 


Several factors combined to undermine this foundation of Roman 
society (8.42). Only in retrospect did many Romans perceive the 
demoralizing effect of the inordinate wealth which they acquired 


through their conquests of the second century B.c. In the words of the 
historian Sallust (Cat. 10.2—4), 


To the men who had so easily endured toil and peril, anxiety 
and adversity, the Icisure and riches which are generally 
regarded as so desirable proved a burden and a curse. 
Growing love of money, and the lust for power which followed 
it, engendered every kind of evil. Avarice destroyed honor, 
integrity, and every other virtue, and instead taught men to 
be proud and cruel, to neglect religion, and to hold nothing 
too sacred to sell. 


Others believed the source of decay to be the Greck lifestyle which 
many Romans came to admire and imitate at that time, a lifestyle 
which found no harm in prostitution and homosexuality, for example. 
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As we saw in chapter 6, Cato the Elder, in the early second century B.c., 
saw Rome's fascination for Greek culture, especially philosophy, as 
detrimental to the old Roman virtues. In Cato’s view Socrates was not 
a brilliant thinker but “a turbulent windbag, who did his best to tyr- 
annize over his country by undermining its established customs and 
seducing his fellow-citizens into holding opinions which were contrary 
to the laws” (Plutarch, Cato 23). But his insistence that Rome be 
purged of Greek influences and return to the “tradition of the elders” 
made him a dinosaur in his own lifetime. His own sons grew up read- 
ing and speaking Greek. 

One indisputable factor in the decline of the Roman family was the 
civil wars of the first century n.c., which left Rome blecding and 
exhausted (Tacitus, Ann. 1.11), The effect of these wars on the family 
structure of Rome was catastrophic. Many women, especially among 
the aristocracy, were widowed, and there were few eligible men left to 
replace their husbands. Sons and daughters left without fathers were 
technically “free” from anyone’s control, much like emancipated 
Slaves. 

By Augustus’ day the family structure of Rome had all but evapo- 
rated, and many women, particularly of the upper classes, were living 
their lives unhindered by male control (8.44). A direct result of this 
shattered family structure was a decline in the birth rate. Once it 
became common for some people not to be married, others saw the 
advantages of that status, Many people made a conscious choice not 
to marry or have children (8.41). An astonishing number of family 
names vanish from census rolls during the first century a.D. as the last 
male member dies without heirs. Pliny the Elder left no children, nor 
did his nephew and adopted son, the younger Pliny. Since the 
younger Pliny was an only child, his death meant the end of two fam- 
ily lines, his biological father’s as well as his adoptive father’s. 

Coupled with high infant mortality rates, the Romans’ disinclination 
(or inability) to have children thinned the ranks of the upper classes 
drastically during the first century A.p. Pliny grieves for a man who has 
lost two daughters in childbirth: “Now only one of his three children sur- 
vives, left as the sole prop and stay of a family which not so long ago had 
many members to support it.” (Ep. 4.21). 

Augustus attempted to reverse this trend by allowing only mcn who 
were married and the fathers of three children to hold political office 
and inherit property. His legislation produced little more than mar- 
riages in name only and a willingness on the part of Roman aristocrats 
not to inquire too closely into the paternity of children born to their 
wives. He soon had to begin granting exceptions to these rules or there 
would have been no one eligible to fill important government offices 
(8.3840; 8.43). 
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Advice to Newlyweds 


A good wife ought to be most visible 
when with her husband; when he is not 
there, she should stay home and keep to 
herself. 


When two musical instruments play 
together, it is the deeper tone which carries 
the melody. !n a well-ordered household 
every activity will be carried out by the hus- 
band and wife together, but it will be clear 
that the husband is leading and making 
decisions. 


A mixture of wine and water is called 
wine, even if the greater portion of it is 
water. In the same way, a couple's proper- 
ty should be called the husband’s, even if 
the wife has contributed the larger share. 


Don't make a marriage on the basis of 
physical beauty or how much money your 
wife will bring you. Instead, consider what 
she will be like to live with. 


The man who aspires to what is good and 
honorable will inspire his wife to become a 
woman of good sense and high principles. 


Sensible women will keep quiet when 
their husbands are angry and shouting; 
when their husbands are silent, they will 
comfort them with soothing words. 


Husbands and wives should try to avoid 
guarrelling under any circumstances, but 
especially when they are in bed. It is not 
easy to escape harsh words and disagree- 
ments which may arise there. 


Plutarch, On Marriage, excerpts 
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Marriage 


The foundation of the family, in 
Rome as anywhere, was the bond 
between a man and a woman. But, to 
understand the Roman concept of 
marriage, we must “make a clean 
break with all the Christian notions 
of marriage. To the Romans mar- 
riage . . . was not sacramental, not 
‘holy’ matrimony; it was not thought 
to be maintained or sanctioned by 
anything beyond the will of those 
who were parties to it—or their 
heads of families” (8.23:99). No one 
asked whether the bride and groom 
loved each other. In most cases they 
had not met before the marriage or 
had only been introduced in the 
presence of their families. Mary’s 
marriage to Joseph would have been 
arranged in this manner. It was cer- 
tainly not unknown for a husband 
and wife to develop genuine affec- 
tion for each other, but that was a 
bonus, not the foundation of the 
relationship. The basis of the rela- 
tionship was the husband’s domina- 
tion, which ideally would be benign 
(see box), 

There were several types of mar- 
riage in Rome, depending on the 
degree of power over the bride which 
was granted to the husband. None of 
them required a ceremony to make 
them official, though ceremonies were 
always held because the Romans liked 
an excuse for a party as much as any- 
one. The least formal type of Roman 
marriage amounted to little more 
than concubinage. 


Marriage as a Contract 


Across the Empire marriages were 
arranged by the fathers of the couple 
(8.57; 8.64). This practice continued 
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even as late as the second century Ap. (Pliny, Ep. 1.14). The bride’s 
consent was not essential, but by the first century A.D., few marriages 
were arranged without it (8.62). Because she came from a place 
where different household gods were worshiped, the bride was 
regarded as an alien who had to be introduced to her husband’s 
household gods so they would not attack her as an intruder (cf. Gen. 
31:19). This notion is as old as Ruth’s promise to Naomi that “your 
god shall be my god” (Ruth 1:16). 

The bride brought to the marnage two things: her dowry and her 
virginity (8.54). Husbands were permitted to invest their wives’ dowries 
or, in the case of property, to use it as they saw fit. In case of divorce, 
however, the dowry was returned to the wife. Even if the wife had been 
found guilty of adultery, the husband could keep only a portion of her 
dowry. 

The chastity of unmarried women in the Greco-Roman world was 
a major concern. The father tried to insure his daughter’s virginity 
so that when it came time to arrange a marriage for her, she would 
not be “damaged goods” (Pliny, Ep. 1.14). A woman who had 
engaged in sexual relations before marriage, whether willingly or 
not, was deemed to bear a permanent defilement that disqualified 
her from being a mother. Among the lower classes, this stigma mat- 
tered little, but 1t was a primary concern among the aristocracy 
(8.55). This attitude helps explain why upper-class men could have 
extramarital relationships with lower-class women without societal 
disapproval. 

In order to insure their virginity at the time of the wedding, some 
girls were betrothed even before they reached puberty and began to 
live in their future husband’s home at age ten or eleven. There is evi- 
dence to suggest that some Roman men consummated the relationship 
regardless of the girl’s age. One of the most extreme cases is found in 
an inscription which reads in part: “My husband, whom, alas, | now 
have left. . . was truly like a father to me. When I was seven years old 
he embraced me. Now I am forty and in the power of death.” In all 
ancient societies except the city of Sparta, girls typically married at the 
onset of puberty, as soon as their bodies were ready to bear children. In 
Epictetus’ words, “Starting at fourteen years of age girls are addressed 
by men as ladies” (Enchiridion 40). This meant that a first-time bride 
older than fifteen was a rarity (8.52; 8.56), and we should envision 
Jesus’ mother Mary as being that age. Pliny poignantly describes prepa- 
rations for the wedding of a girl of thirteen which were halted by her 
sudden death (see box, p. 232).! 

The Roman groom was typically under twenty-five at the time of his 
first marriage. It was not unusual for Greek and Jewish men to be clos- 
er to thirty (8.59; 8.61). Since brides were often so much younger than 
their husbands, the number of young widows in the Roman Empire was 
higher than the actuarial tables would predict. Because no mention of 
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Joseph is made after Jesus was twelve, most scholars conclude that he 
died before Jesus began his ministry. We know from inscriptions that 
many young widows married again. If they had demonstrated their fer- 


Death of a Child-Bride 


| write this to you in the greatest grief. 
The younger daughter of our friend 
Fundanus has died. ve never known a girl 


just a long life but immortality. She hadn't 
reached her fourteenth birthday, and yet 
she possessed the prudence and serious- 
ness of a mature woman along with the 
sweetness and modesty of a young girl. 


How she would cling to her father’s neck! 
How she would embrace us, his friends, 
with love and modesty. How she loved her 
nurses and her tutors because of the ser- 
vice each gave herl How eagerly and intel- 
ligently she read her lessons! With what 
modesty and restraint she enjoyed herself! 
With what patience and courage she bore 
her last illness! 


(Continued on next page) 


brighter, more lovable. She deserved not _ | 


tility by having a child, they would be 
highly prized by potential husbands. 

Greco-Roman marriages were 
contracts between families, not 
romantic attachments. The tender 
feelings Pliny expressed in several 
letters to his teenaged wife are so 
exceptional in antiquity that A. N. 
Sherwin-White describes him as “the 
first man known to have written a 
love-letter to his own wife” (8.60:79; 
Epp. 4.19; 6.4; 6.7; 7.5). Paul’s admo- 
nition to husbands to love their wives 
(Eph. 5:25) may not have been 
meant, therefore, in quite the emo- 
tional sense which we usually give it 
on the basis of our experience. In 
Rome that sort of sentiment was 
reserved for one’s mistress (8.55). 
But the Christian view of marriage 
was based on a radically different 
understanding of the relationship 
between husband and wife (8.51; 
8.63). 


Divorce and Remarriage 


Since a marriage was little more 
than an agreement to cohabit, 
divorce was easy. In the less formal 


types of Roman marriage, it could be initiated by either partner, simply 
by expressing publicly the intention to cancel the arrangement (8.65). 

Reasons for divorce varied from the trivial to the compelling. Under 
early Roman law women were forbidden to drink wine because it was 
thought to have abortive properties. A man who found his wife drinking 
could divorce her on the grounds that she was endangering her ability to 
perform her primary function, child-bearing. (This provision was gener- 
ally ignored by New Testament times, as wine was commonly drunk at 
meals; cf. 8.68.) If one of the partners simply found someone else more 
interesting or another marriage more advantageous, that could be rca- 
son for divorce. 

The most frequently mentioned cause for divorce was adultery. 
Even if there was no love in our sense between husband and wife, fideli- 
ty was expected on the part of the woman, if only to fulfill a condition 
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of the contract. The wife who engaged in adultery was not only violat- 
ing the contract, she was also disqualifying herself from becoming a [it 
mother. Once that happened, divorce was the natural consequence, 


since a man was supposed to have a wife in order to bear children. 


Early Roman law required a man 
who caught his wife in an act of adul- 
tery to divorce her. The most strin- 
gent version of the law required him 
to kill her. If the roles were reversed, 
she was not allowed to lay a hand on 
him (8.66). By imperial times infideli- 
ty of either party was regarded more 
lightly. If the man tricd to make an 
issue of it, he was often ridiculed as 
being unable to manage his own 
household (8.67; 8.74). 

If the Roman historians can be 
believed, divorce was unknown in 
Rome until the third century B.c. This 
does not mean that the Romans were 
any more virtuous in the early period 
of their history, just that social pres- 
sures in a closely knit community held 
marriages together. Exposure to the 
Greeks and increasing wealth seem to 
have given them the impetus to break 
the old bonds. This gradual erosion of 
marriage is a pattern repeated in 


She obeyed her doctors, encouraged her 
sister and father, and sustained herself by 
her own strength of mind even after her 
bodily strength had given out. This will- 
power lasted right up to the end, unbroken 
by either the length of the illness or fear of 
death. Thus she has left us more and 
weightier reasons for longing and grief. 


O, what a profoundly sad and bitter 
death! And the timing of her death was 
worse than the death itself. She was 
already engaged to an outstanding young 
man; the wedding day had been chosen 
and everyone invited. So much joy, now 
tumed into such sorrow! | can't find words 
to tell you what a wound | felt in my heart, 
when | heard Fundanus himself ordering 
that the money intended for a wedding 
gown and jewels be spent on incense, 


many cultures. As Jesus said, Moses 
allowed divorce as a way of dealing 
with human weakness, “but from the 
beginning it was not so” (Matt. 19:8; 
cf. 8.71). 

Once made acccptable, divorce and remarriage became rampant. 
Even the slightest suspicion of impropriety on the wife’s part was causc 
to end the marriage. When Julius Cacsar learned that his wife had 
attended a religious rite which had degenerated into an orgy, he 
divorced her, saying that “Caesar’s wife must be above reproach” 
(Plutarch, Caes. 10.6). He himself, on the other hand, had the reputa- 
tion of being “every woman’s husband and cvery man’s wife” 
(Suctonius, Caes. 52), a not very subtle hint at his bisexuality and a 
revealing insight into the double standard of sexual morality which 
prevailed at the time. 

Virtually every notable Roman of the two centuries on either side 
of Christ’s birth was divorced and remarried at least once, often to 
women also previously married. Cicero divorced his first wife after a 
difficult thirty-year marriage; he marricd a much younger woman, then 


funera! ointments, and spices. 
Pliny, Epistle 5.16, 1-7 
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Wedding scenes from a Roman altar 
(Photo from German Archaeologica! Institute) 


almost immediately divorced her. Antony, already divorced from his 
first wife, married Augustus’ sister to cement the political alliance 
between the two men, but divorced her to enjoy Cleopatra’s company. 
By the late first century a.p., Martial (7.58) can point to men and 
women married six or seven times, Juvenal chides one woman for hay- 
ing “eight husbands in five autumns” (Sat. 6.230-231). Such cases may 
be extreme, but even Pliny, who moved in more conservative circles, 
was married three times, the last time at age forty-two to a girl of six- 
teen. Long, happy marriages were rare enough that Pliny can only 
occasionally point to one as an cxample (Epp. 7.19; 8.5).2 Stepmothers, 
a common phenomenon because of the prevalence of remarriage, 
gained a distinctly bad press in Rome (8.69). Some of it could have 
been merited. If a second wife had children, it was in her and their 
interest to get as much of the father’s inheritance as possible, even if 
this meant eliminating children from an earlier marriage. 

To retain some historical objectivity, we should stop to remind our- 
selves that the writers who are our main sources for this study moved 
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among the highest circles of Roman society, and the lifestyle they 
describe cannot be taken as normative for everyone. Among the lower 
classes, to judge from inscriptions on tombstones, a more stable family 
life was not so rare (8.70; 8.72).2 An epitaph from Rome can scrve as 
an example: “To Cerellia Fortunata, dearest wife, with whom he lived 
forty years without the slightest cause for complaint, Marcus Antonius 
Encolpius built this.” 

However, even among the lower classes, the frequency of marriage 
was declining in the first century 4.D., and divorce was becoming more 
common. And if Petronius’ picture of lower-class morals is anywhere 
near accurate, extramarital affairs may have been almost as common 
among the masses as among the aristocracy (Satyr. 61). We do have a 
number of lead tablets and papyri with magical incantations placing 
curses on the owners’ enemies, and unfaithful husbands and wives fig- 
ure large in the sample (5.88). 


Infidelity in Marriage 

While divorce was not difficult, it was often not expedient. Most 
marriages had been contracted because the husband stood to gain 
something from his alliance with the wife’s family. It sometimes hap- 
pened that the husband invested the wife’s dowry for her, then lost 
some of it. He could not divorce her because he could not return her 
dowry. For these and other reasons, many husbands and wives found 
themselves locked together in loveless, formal marriages. They often 
looked elsewhere for emotional gratification. Nothing in their ethical 
system forbade extramarital affairs; the only prohibition that applied 
was that against violating another person’s property—or at least 
against getting caught at it. 

The Greek orator Demosthenes summed up the classical male’s view 
of extramarital arrangements in his prescription that men should have 
“mistresses for our enjoyment, concubines to serve our person, and wives 
for the bearing of legitimate offspring” (Oration 59.118-122). The 
Romans’ casual attitude toward such matiers is exemplified by Livy’s 
description (39.9) of a young aristocrat whose affair with a freedwoman 
was “not at all harmful either to the young man’s financial resources or 
to his reputation.” 

By the first century B.c., adultery was so common in Rome that 
Catullus could publish poems about his affair with “Lesbia,” whose real 
name was Clodia, the wife of Metellus Celer (at least until she poisoned 
him). Ovid’s relationship to Corinna and the difficulties which her 
marriage created for them were mentioned in chapter 7. His advice to 
men wanting to seduce women was intended to apply without regard to 
the marital status of the man or woman. In fact, if the woman was mar- 
ried, it made the “game” of seduction more exciting. In one poem he 
urges a husband to guard his wife more closely: “Easy things nobody 
wants, but what is forbidden is tempting” (Amores 2.19). The same 
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game was still being played in Martial’s day (1.73). In all fairness, one 
should point out that some Romans urged a different standard (see 
box), though they seem to have been a distinct minority. 


A Stoic on Adultery 


If we ignore the fidelity which is innate in 
us and seduce our neighbor's wife, what 
are we actually doing but destroying and 
ruining? Whom or what are we destroying? 
Human faithfulness, honor, and decency of 
behavior. 


Are not women by nature common prop- 
erty? you may say. Yes, just as food placed 
on the table is common to all the invited 
guests. But, once it has been portioned 
out, should you snitch the share of the per- 
son next to you, or stretch out your hand 
and dip your fingers in someone else’s 
meat sauce and lick them? A fine dinner 
companion you'd be! Likewise, the theater 
is shared by all citizens. But, once the 
seats are all taken, would you dare to 
come along and tum any man out of his 
place? 


In a certain sense, then, women are com- 
mon property by nature, but when they 
have been distributed by law, you, like 
everyone else, must be content with your 
share and must not steal or taste what 
belongs to someone else. 


Epictetus, Discourses 2.4 


| 


Some husbands even helped their 
wives engage in affairs, apparently hop- 
ing to gain leverage with their wives’ 
lovers (8.75). The most notorious exam- 
ple of such a thing is the Praetorian 
commander Macro, whose wife had an 
affair with the emperor-to-be, Caligula 
(Suetonius, Calig. 12). Caligula, howev- 
er, eventually ordered Macro to commit 
suicide, so this was not a foolproof route 
10 success. 


Prostitution and Sexual Abuse 
of Slaves 


In societies which place so little 
value on marital fidelity, we shouldn’t 
be surprised to find prostitution flour- 
ishing. Indeed, it had from an early 
era in both Greece and Rome. The 
Greeks openly encouraged it. Many 
prostitutes became famous, especially 
in fifth-century Athens, Pericles, who 
governed the city from 462-429 B.c., 
left his wife and lived with a courtesan 
named Aspasia, a well-educated, witty 
woman who attracted even men like 
Socrates and the playwright Euripides 
to the dinners and erudite conversa- 
tions which filled the evenings in her 
house. 

Long before New Testament times, 
the city of Corinth had become 
famous for having some of the most 
uninhibited prostitutes in Greece and 
even contributed its name to a Greek 


verb, korinthiazomai (to practice forni- 


cation). Paul’s strictures regarding women in ] Corinthians 11 should 
he read against that background and probably not as universal prohi- 
biuons. The behavior of women in public was a particular problem in 
that city—especially among the class of people where Christianity was 
strongest—and Paul was attempting to cope with it on a local basis 


(8.77; 8.79). 
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The Romans never officially permitted prostitutes to practice as 
openly as the Greeks did and never accorded them the status that the 
Greeks gave them. Yet Livy (1.4) acknowledges that the founders of 
Rome, Romulus and Remus, had been raised by such a woman. The 
Romans, he explains, used the word “wolf” much as modern Americans 
use “bitch” (a female dog) to describe a woman of low moral character. 
The story had been tdied up over the years, but its origin was undeni- 
able. There are enough provisions in Roman law—including taxes 
imposed on brothels (8.78)—and enough references to prostitutes in 
the literature to assure us that such women were readily available (e. f., 
Juvenal, Sat. 11.172-173; Horace, Ep. 1.14; Sat. 1.2). The graffiti in 
Pompeii are replete with the names of such women, their specialties 
(sometimes illustrated), and their fees. 

When Catullus’ affair with Clodia went sour, he accused her of offer- 
ing herself to men by the hundreds on street corners (Catull. 11). The 
fact that he could draw such an ugly picture of his former mistress sug- 
gests the presence of prostitutes in large enough numbers in Rome that 
his readers would recognize what he was talking about. Martial (11.45) 
says that both male and female prostitutes worked in portable booths on 
the sidewalks. The phenomenon of prostitution was empire-wide, as we 
can gauge from Jesus’ references in Matthew 21:31 and Luke 15:30 and 
Paul’s condemnation of the practice in 1 Corinthians 6 (8.83). 

The most famous prostitute in the New Testament is Mary 
Magdalene, except that she almost certainly wasn’t a prostitute. The 
creative tendency of early Christians to explain (and expand) the back- 
grounds of minor characters in the New Testament led them to link 
Mary with the woman caught in adultery (John 8:2-11) or the “sinner” 
who anointed Jesus’ feet with her tears and dried them with her hair 
(Luke 7:36-50). Feminist scholars are now insisting on a re-evaluation 
of her reputation. She is, after all, listed first among the women who 
came to Jesus’ tomb on Easter morning in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, 
and in John’s Gospel Jesus appears first to her alone (8.81). 

The existence of prostitution in Greco-Roman society should not 
surprise us; it is present in every civilized society. What is noteworthy is 
the degree to which the Greeks and Romans tolerated and even 
encouraged it. Today we cannot open a newspaper or magazine with- 
out seeing another frightening article on AIDS, herpes, or some other 
sexually transmitted disease. It may occur to us to ask how these 
promiscuous Greeks and Romans avoided or dealt with such things. 
The answer is that they didn’t have to worry about it. There were no 
sexually transmitted diseases such as syphilis or gonorrhea in the 
ancient world. The first documented case of syphilis appeared in 
Europe in 1494. Columbus and his crew took smallpox to the New 
World and in exchange brought back this plague (8.80:208). Thus in 
antiquity a man could have affairs or visit prostitutes without concern 
about contracting such a disease. 
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Some Roman men, however, did not need to consort with prosti- 
tutes or go to all the trouble of seducing a woman. Instead, they forced 
themselves on their female slaves. These women were in a particularly 
unfortunate situation. Refusal could result in punishment from the 
master as a prelude to a sexual attack. Then, if the lady of the house 
discovered what was going on, she was also likely to punish the slave 
woman, since she couldn’t take out her anger on her husband (Ovid, 
Amores 2.7; 2.8). 


ye 
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Childhood scenes from a Roman horak 
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The frequent references in the laws to children born of slave 
women and free men suggest that such liaisons were common (8.82). 
Most Roman aristocrats probably had an illegitimate child or two 
tucked away on their estates. Those who made no secret of the situation 
were the butt of jokes (Martial 1.84). As sometimes happens with 
Martial though, he may have been laughing at something of which he 
himself was guilty (8.76).* What we can seldom determine is the will- 
ingness of the slave women involved. But there was no double standard 
in this matter. By the first century A.D., many women were engaging in 
affairs with their male slaves (Martial 3.85). 


Children and Education 


The instability of marriage in Rome may have contributed to an 
ambivalence about having children. Many upper-class Romans of the 
first century A.D. were reluctant to take that step, in spite of the idea 
that it was their duty to the state (8.90; 8.113). Children were no easier 
to raise in antiquity than they are today (8.95; 8.97). Pliny reveals much 
about current attitudes on the topic in his description of a friend of his: 
“He has several children, for here too he has done his duty as a good 
citizen, and has chosen to enjoy the blessing of a fruitful marriage at a 
time when the advantages of remaining childless make most people 
feel a single child is a burden” (Ep. 4.15). He speaks of encouraging 
“our leading citizens . . . to undertake the responsibility of children” 
(Ep. 2.7). Martial (11.53) sings the praises of a woman who had actual- 
ly borne three children to one husband. 


GRECO-ROMAN MORALITY AND PERSONAL RELATIONS 


One of the biggest differences between our life experience today 
and that of people in antiquity is the lack of a period of adolescence 
in the ancient world (8.101). People were expected to assume adult 
roles at a much earlier age than today. Girls, as already noted, typical- 
ly married in their early teens. Boys became adults legally at sixteen. 
Pliny assumed the responsibilities of running his family’s estates at sev- 
enteen and made his first speech in a law court at eighteen. As the 
most extreme example, Octavian inherited Julius Caesar’s position at 
age eighteen, but Caesar’s soldiers were willing to accept him as their 
leader. Childhood was not a stage of life to be cherished, in the 
ancient view. Children should be pushed through it to maturity as 
soon as possible. 

Female children mixed freely with male children until they reached 
age seven. At that point boys went to school, and girls began learning 
what was necessary to run a home. It was not unusual for mothers or a 
household slave to teach girls to read and write, at least at an elemen- 
tary level. Ovid assumes that any woman can write notes to her lover 
and read his in return. Some women enjoyed an education as sophisti- 
cated as any man’s. Julia, daughter of the emperor Augustus, could 
hold her own in a philosophical discussion around the dinner table, 
Macrobius tells us (Saturnalia 2.5). By the early second century, Juvenal 
complains of women who take over the discussions (Sai. 6.434—-437). 

The male child’s day centered around school. The schoolday began 
at dawn and, with a break in the early afternoon, ran until nearly dark. 
The educational theory of the day stressed rote memorization of huge 
chunks of Homer’s Jad and Odyssey. Other classical texts which were 
commonly used were sometimes anthologized (8.98). As the boy grew 
older, he would learn to deliver effective speeches, an important skill in 
a society where people spent much of their time in public assemblies 
and courts. Many writers complain of the harshness of the teachers, who 
often were former slaves with no other particular skills. The teachers, in 
their turn, complain of disinterested pupils, low fees which they had 
difficulty collecting, and lack of respect in society. Juvenal bitterly cal- 
culates that musicians and popular athletes earn more in a day than the 
teacher does in a year (Sat. 7.175-177, 240-243). (Some things change 
little over time!) Boys usually finished the equivalent of a secondary 
education at about age sixteen (8.86). 

The purpose of this educational system was to produce young men 
who shared a body of knowledge, even if they did not think critically 
about it (8.85), and who were capable of making effective speeches in 
court or in debates in the Forum. Rhetoric had an importance in Roman 
society equal to that of television or computers in our age. Just as today’s 
educational system is undergirded by the scientific worldview that has 
developed since the seventeenth century, the Roman system was found- 
ed on rhetorical categories. History, e. g., was not studied to learn the sig- 
nificance of important past events but to stockpile examples to insert in 
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one’s speeches (8.90). All types of literature were affected by rhetorical 
techniques (8.87; 8.96), and the writers of the New Testament did not 
escape the impact of this rhetorical education (8.84; 8.103). It shaped 
the way they thought and the way they composed written material, 
whether speeches (8.92; 8.114), let- 
ters (8.89; 8.108), or historical/bio- 
graphical works (8.88; 8.104). One 
can get a sense of the importance 
New Testament scholars now attribute 
to understanding this rhetorical back- 
ground by merely scanning this sec- 
tion of the bibliography at the end of 
the chapter. 


Low Birth Rates and 
Infanticide 


When it came to replenishing 

their numbers, the aristocracy had 

Se aera no model in the imperial household. 

Woman giving birth, assisted bya midwifeand — Claudius was the only oue of the first 

companion/servant five emperors to father two children 

(Photo from Cyprus Dept. of Antiquities) or to have a child outlive him. But his 

stepson Nero became his successor 

and murdered both of Claudius’ children. Vespasian (a.p. 69-79) did 

produce two sons, who succeeded him in turn, but neither son had any 

children. No emperor of the second century had a child grow to adult- 
hood until Marcus Aurelius (A.p. 161-180). 

Children were never the center of the Greco-Roman family as they 
have become in our society. Some scholars even question whether the 
Greeks aud Romans were emotionally attached to their children as we 
profess to be today (8.124). Under Greek and Roman law, a father 
could refuse to acknowledge a child as his if it was deformed or if he 
had any doubts about the paternity. The rejected child was “exposed,” 
taken to some place at the edge of town and left to die (8.115—-116; 
8.126). In actuality these children were often picked up by others who 
could not have children or by slave dealers. 

Exposure of infants, especially of girls (8.119), continucd to be prac- 
ticed until the end of antiquity, among the fertile poor, and by others too. 
One of the best-known papyrus documents still extant is a letter, written 
about | 4.p., from a traveling businessman to his wife which includes the 
offhand comment, “If the baby is a girl, get rid of it.” Apuleius tells what 
was probably all too common a story about a woman who refused to obey 
the same command from her husband and entrusted her newborn 
daughter to a neighbor to be raised (Golden Ass 10.23). 

As governor of Bithynia, Pliny had to deal with the legal problem of 
the status of foundlings when they reached adulthood (Epp. 10.65; 10.66). 
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Tertullian emphasized the cruelty of subjecting babies to death by 
“cold, starvation, and the dogs” (Apol. 9.7). Clement of Alexandria crit- 
icized the wealthy of the early third century for throwing away their 
children while keeping exotic pets. Many scholars today would argue 
that relying too heavily on such literary accounts gives us an exagger- 
ated idea of the number of children who were exposed (8.120; 8.125), 
but it is undeniable that the practice cxisted and was not alien to the 
ethics of Greco-Roman society. 

For the upper classes, the more common problem was the scarcity 
of children. It has been suggested that the wealthier people, who had 
water piped into their homes through lead pipes, had gradually inflict- 
ed sterility on themselves (8.127-128; 8.131). Another explanation 
holds that the extremely hot baths which Roman men, especially the 
wealthy, enjoyed each day decreased their sperm count (8.118; 8.130). 

Other scholars feel that wealthy Romans simply did not choose to 
have children. Pliny’s praise for a friend who had three children was 
noted above, but an aristocratic family of that size was the exception. 
Childless aristocrats were courted by others who hoped to be included 
in their wills. They had gifts showered on them and were invited out to 
dine almost every evening (Juvenal Sat. 6.3840). Some may have been 
reluctant to give up such amenities (8.117). Others, like Pliny, wanted 
children but were unable to have them; his young wife suffered a mis- 
carriage (Epp. 8.10; 8.11). Whatever the cause, the childless aristocrat 
was a common figure by the late first century a.p. (Martial II.44; 11.55; 
11.83). 

As noted earlier, in an attempt to reverse the declining birth rate 
among the aristocracy, the emperor Augustus decreed that no man 
could hold political office or inherit property from friends and distant 
relatives unless he was the father of three children. To meet this 
requirement, some men accepted whatever children their wives pre- 
sented them with, even when they looked suspiciously like some gladi- 
ator or the neighborhood butcher (Juvenal Sai. 6.76-81; Martial 6.39). 
The women sometimes feigned pregnancy and then obtained children 
which had been exposed. The legislation had little real effect, and the 
emperors constantly made exceptions by granting “the right of three 
children”—the right to hold office and inherit property like a father of 
three children—to their friends or people whom their friends recom- 
mended (Pliny, Ep. 2.13). Pliny himself received the privilege (Ep. 
10.2), as did Martial (2.92). 

Many aristocratic women of this era did not want to have children 
because of the danger to themselves, due to inadequate medical care 
during delivery. Doctors gave little attention to gynecological prob- 
lems, and a woman was likely to be assisted in childbirth by a midwife, 
possibly a slave in the household (8.122; 8.129). As a result the mortal- 
ity rate for both infants and mothers was high, as already noted in the 
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case of Pliny’s fricnd who had lost two daughters in childbirth (Ep. 
4,21). 


Contraception and Abortion 


Some women found rearing children an inconvenience. There were 
simply more interesting things to do. As is so often the case, the 
upperclass people who could afford the children could also afford the 
means of preventing their birth, while the poor could not. Juvenal has no 
more love for lower-class women than for the noble ones, but he grudg- 
ingly admits, “hese women at least endure the perils of childbirth, su& 
fer the nuisance of nursing—but when did you ever discover labor pains 
in a golden bed?” (Sat. 6.593-594). 

Women who did not desire to have children had recourse to vari- 
ous methods of contraception (8.138; 8.142) and, when thosc failed, to 
abortion (8.134). In Juvenal’s words again, “There are potent prescrip- 
tions, fine professional skill, to be hired for inducing abortions, killing 
mankind in the womb” (Sat. 6.595-597). Ovid has two poems (Amores 
2.13-14) reacting to his mistress’ self-administered abortion, from 
which she nearly died. She’s worse than a wild animal, he charges. At 
least lionesses don’t tear their young out of their own bodies. She 
deserves to die, he concludes, but hopes the gods will forgive her this 
time. He sternly admonishes her not to do such a thing again. 

Neither the Old Testament nor the New Testament contains a spe- 
cific commandment against abortion, but the practice was widely con- 
demned among first-century Jews (8.135).° A letter attributed to Paul’s 
companion Barnabas and written around a.p. 100 expresses the 
Christian view when it says “You shall not procure abortion; you shall 
not commit infanticide” (19.5). The letter was reckoned as scriptural 
by some carly churches but dropped from the canon by the fourth cen- 
tury. Christians continued, however, to abhor abortion (8.136). Early in 
the second century, the Didache prohibits it (2.2), and the 
Apocalypse of Peter envisions terrible punishments for women who 
practice it (Ethiopic, 8; Akhmim fragment, 26). Tertullian equates it 
with murder (Apol. 9.8). The Roman government took action early in 
the third century to outlaw the practice, but only on the basis that it 
deprived the father of his child, which was his property (8.141). 
Given their willingness to expose newborn infants, it is not to be 
expected that the Romans would have argued strongly for the right of 
the fetus to live. 


Sexual “Deviance” 


In modern discussions of moral standards, a popular argument is 
that, when it comes to sex, nothing is “abnormal” or “deviant.” 
Whatever consenting adults wish to do with or to one another is 
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acceptable. Such an attitude is certainly not biblical. The Old 
Testament sets out specific rules, governing even some of the more 
exotic varieties of sexual behavior (as in Lev. 20:10-16; Deut. 22:5), 
and Jesus raised the standards even higher when he said that whoev- 
er thinks of doing such things is as guilty as if having done them 
(Matt. 5:27-28). 

Lacking this religious base for moral decisions, the Romans could 
justify virtually anything they wanted to do, for the novelty of it if for no 
other reason. On the basis of what we’ve seen thus far of their behav- 
ior, Paul’s description of Roman morals doesn’t seem too far off the 
mark: 


Their women exchanged natural intercourse for unnatural, 
and in the same way also the men, giving up natural inter- 
course with women, were consumed with passion for one 
another. ... They were filled with every kind of wickedness, 
evil, covetousness, malice. Full of envy, murder, strife, 
deceit, craftiness, they are gossips, slanderers, God-haters, 
insolent, haughty, boastful, inventors of evil, rebellious 
toward parents, foolish, faithless, heartless, ruthless (Rom. 
1:26-31). 


The “unnatural” relations which Paul denounces were obviously 
homosexual, a form of personal interaction with which the church 
historically has never been comfortable (8.144—145; 8.147; cf. chapter 
1). The Greeks had exalted male homosexuality as the most mean- 
ingful form of personal relationship because women were too uned- 
ucated to form an intellectual bond with a man (8.148). On the other 
hand, some women, left to themselves at home and denied any active 
participation in Greek society, resorted to lesbianism as an outlet for 
their emotions. The writings of the poetess Sappho (ca. 600 B.c.), 
praising the beauty of the female students in her school, became pop- 
ular among some groups of women (8.152). 

By the time the Romans began imitating Greek culture in the sec- 
ond century 8.¢., homosexuality had been an accepted part of Hellenic 
life for centuries. The elite brigade of the Spartan army was the 
“Lovers,” men who were required to join in pairs on the theory that no 
man would turn in battle and disgrace himself in front of his lover. 
Thebes had a similar corps. The Athenian tyrant Hipparchus had been 
murdered by two men with whom he was involved in a romantic trian- 
gle. His murderers became national heroes. Sophocles, Socrates, and 
other leading intellectuals of Greece had male lovers even when they 
were quite elderly (8.143; 8.153). 

The Romans began to engage in homosexuality as something of a 
fad, but they were never as comfortable with the practice as the Greeks 
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were (8.154-155). Even though it remained slightly scandalous behavy- 
ior, it was widely, if less openly, practiced among both sexes by the 
Romans. Juvenal’s bitter second satire is devoted entircly to a denun- 
ciation of male homosexuals. Martial (1.90) and other sources make it 
clear that women also took lovers from their own gender (8.151). 

Imperial leadership was sometimes an incentive to homosexual 
behavior. Nero engaged in numerous liaisons with persons of both gen- 
ders. The emperor Hadrian, though married, preferred the company of 
his male lover Antinous, whose untimely death he commemorated in a 
poem. Those who sought to advance their own careers by flattering the 
emperor were morc likely to adapt their morals to his (Martial 3.95). 

It is clear from the artwork in Pompeii and from literary references 
that the Romans regularly engaged in sexual activities generally consid- 
ered immoral in our day (8.157). Writers like Petronius (Satyr. 21; 25) and 
Martial are quite explicit in describing the sexual proclivities of their times 
(2.50; 11.61; 11.78; 11.104), and we cannot entirely dismiss their accounts 
as mere literary conventions (8.149-150). Sexual aggression plays a large 
part in Roman humor (8.158). What is lacking is a sense of shame. These 
are merely diversions for a jaded and amoral society, one which differed 
fundamentally from ours in its attitude toward sexuality (8.159). 

This is the society to which the early church had to proclaim the 
teachings of Jesus (8.156). How strange his words must have sounded: 
“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ But 1 
say to you that everyone who looks at a woman with lust has already 
committed adultery with her in his heart” (Matt. 5:27-28). Paul’s 
description (Rom. 1:26, 29) of the “degrading passions” and “every 
kind of wickedness” among the Romans hits right at the mark once we 
see from their own records what they were like in this era. 


Personal Grooming 


Their devotion to the pleasures of the flesh prompted the Greeks 
and Romans to give more attention to personal grooming and hygiene 
than any society until modern times. The Greeks bathed frequently, the 
Romans obsessively. Cosmetics, dyes, ointments, and other beauty aids 
played an important part in Greco-Roman life (and in the economy). 
They were also significant for the Jews. The Talmud has a great deal to 
say about the use of such things. Archaeologists have discovered that 
even the Zealots who fled from Jerusalem in a.p. 70 and took refuge in 
the fortress of Masada carried combs, perfumes, mirrors, and equip- 
ment for applying make-up with them. 


Baths 


Public baths were a fixture of every town in the Empire, including 
Jerusalem. They were “the most important buildings of the Romans” 
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(Oxford Classical Dictionary, 2nd ed., 133). Even small towns like 
Pompeii and Herculaneum had several to handle the demand. The 
town of Baiae on the Bay of Naples was simply an outgrowth of the 
warm baths there, as was the town of Bath in England (8.166). 
Beginning as necessities, the baths became the center of social life in 
imperial times (8.167). People congregated there by the early after- 
noon, exercising (Petronius, Satyr. 27), initiating sexual liaisons 
(Martial 1.23; 3.51), wangling invitations for dinner (Martial 4.68), lis- 
tening to gossip, and observing who was with whom. At the baths, 
which were more like our shopping malls than our health clubs, one 
could hear a poet reading his works, get a shave, buy clothes, or just 
while away a few pleasant hours (7.91:254-263). 

The government recognized the value of such places for defusing 
the discontent of the masses and underwrote the costs of these mag- 
nificent establishments (8.168). Some baths in Rome were so large that 
surviving portions are used as churches and opera theaters. All over the 
Empire, homes of the wealthy had their own baths (Petronius, Satyr. 
73). But it was expensive and time-consuming to heat the water for just 
a few people to bathe, so even the rich frequented the public baths 
(Pliny Ep. 2.17). 

Bathers entered a dressing room, with a shelf running around it for 
their clothes. Theft was a frequent problem; those who could do so usu- 
ally brought a slave to watch their garments (8.165). In the cold room 
(frigidarium) bathers sponged off. In the warm room (fepidarium) they 
accustomed themselves to warmer water before entering the hot room 
(caldarium), which was so hot that people sometimes fainted. A few 
deaths are even recorded (8.164). Warm air from the furnaces which 
heated the water circulated through ducts in the floors and walls so 
that the room was like a sauna. In the hot room bathers soaked in a 
pool of water, coated themselves with olive oil and scraped it off with 
curved metal scrapers called strigils. If they had the money and the 
time, they could enjoy a massage and even have unwanted body hair 
removed. Seneca once lived over a bathing establishment and com- 
plained about the screams of people having the hair pulled from their 
underarms (Ep. 56.2). 

The literature shows that Christians needed to discern what was 
good or bad conduct at the baths. Late in the second century, Clement 
of Alexandria criticizes bathers who display wealth by using gold and 
silver vessels to sup and get drunk while bathing. He warns against 
baths “opened promiscuously to men and women” with accompanying 
lust and “licentious indulgence” (The Instructor 3.5). Men’s bathing is to 
be for health only, women’s for cleanliness and health. It is not neces- 
sary to bathe for the heat, and one should not bathe for pleasure, he 
says (3.9). Somewhat later the Apostolic Constitutions tell Christian 
women to avoid “that disorderly practice of bathing . . . with men” 
(1.3.9). 
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Hair 

The Romans’ attention to grooming began early in the morning. 
Women devoted great care to arranging their hair in the latest style. 
Aristocratic women had slaves who specialized as hairdressers. They 
often had their mistresses’ cars becausc they spcnt so much time in 
such close contact. As we might suspect from Paul’s reference to hair- 
styles (1 Cor. 11:14-15), women normally wore their hair long (8.171; 
8.173). Ovid describes his mistress’ hair as coming almost to her knees 
(Amores 1.14). Apuleius rhapsodizes about women’s hair as “the most 
important part of the body” (Golden Ass 1.8; cf. 1 Cor. 11:15) and con- 
cludes that “a woman cannot be considered decently dressed unless she 
has her hair fixed in a becoming style.” References in the Talmud indi- 
cate that this fashion was followed in Judea. Jewish women wore such 
elaborate hairstyles, involving braids and hairpieces, that “it was for- 
bidden to undo a woman’s hairdo on the Sabbath because it involved 
transgressing the prohibitions of ‘building’ and ‘demolishing’” 
(Encyclopedia Judaica 5:981). 

Paintings and coins from the first century 4.D. show that women’s 
hairstyles changed every few years. Sometimes the hair was done up in 
a bun on the neck; at other times it was piled up on top of the head. 
Portrait busts of women “are sometimes found to possess detachable 
marble wigs which could be replaced as fashions altered” (7.105:42). 
Some women supplemented their natural locks with wigs and hair- 
pieces, usually taken from slaves or war captives. At several poimts dur- 
ing the first century, braids were fashionable, especially with jewelry fas- 
tened into them. Both 1 Timothy 2:9 and 1 Peter 3:3 warn against 
women devoting too much attention to braiding and ornamenting 
their hair. One reason for considerable combing and brushing, howev- 
er, may have been the removal of head lice (8.172). 

Men’s hair was worn short, seldom over the ears or any longer in 
the back than is considered normal today. Paul’s admonition that men 
wear short hair (1 Cor. 11:14) suggests that this practice was common- 
place among the Greeks and Romans of that time. Only fops and 
deviants did otherwise. Artistic evidence such as depictions of the Jews 
on the Arch of Titus shows that Eastern peoples wore their hair some- 
what longer than the Romans and favored beards. A line in one of 
Martial’s epigrams (2.36) urges a friend not to “let your beard be that 
of Orientals,” meaning Persians. 

By the first century A.D., however, rabbinic authorities permitted Jews 
who had frequent contacts with Romans to clip their beards and some 
Jewish men appear to have gone clean-shaven. The Talmud refers fre- 
quently to barbers and hairdressers, who also sold cosmetics, gave man 
cures and pedicures, and performed minor medical services. 

Most Roman men began their day with a visit to a barber, which 
could be a painful experience (8.170; cf. Martial 11.84). In addition to 
shaving their faces, some Roman men had the hair plucked from their 
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underarms. Men of questionable character depilated their arms and 
legs as well (Martial 2.62). Women also shaved or plucked their 
underarms and legs (Ovid, Art of Love 3.193-94), or used depilatory 
creams (Martial 6.93), Removal of body hair seems to have been the 
fashion for women all over the civilized world. A common jibe at bar- 
barian women is their 


hairiness. 
Brown or black was 
the dominant color of A Bad Hair Day 


people’s hair in New 
Testament times, but 
blonds were fairly com- 
mon and greatly admired. 


| wamed you to stop dyeing your hair. 
Now you don’t have any hair that you can tint... . 


The emperors Augustus You know you did this to yourself; 

and Nero had blond hair You kept on applying that poisonous mess to your head. 
(Suetonius, Aug. 79; Nero Now Germany will send you a captive’s hair and you'll 
51). Some women bought be covered with a triumphal gift... . 


wigs made from the blond 
hair of German captives. 
Ovid’s mistress tried to 


Oh, dear, she can’t hold back the tears and with her 
hand she brushes tears from her reddened cheeks. 


dye her hair blond, with In her lap she holds what used to be her hair and gazes 
unfortunate results (see at it, a treasure that doesn’t belong there. 

box). Ovid, Amores 2.14 
Cosmetics 


In addition to all the 
attention they gave to 
their hair, the people of New Testament times used cosmetics heavily 
(8.177). A pale complexion was considered desirable for women, and 
those who had darker skin achieved the effect by using white powder, 
often in such thick layers that they were afraid to go out if rain threat- 
ened. Even a tear could plow a furrow down one of these heavily coat- 
ed cheeks. Both Juvenal and Martial make such frequent comments 
about painted and powdered women that we might wonder if they 
looked more like Japanese geisha girls. The paintings from Pompeii 
help correct that impression (8.176). Aside from eye shadow, the 
women portrayed there do not appear to be overly made up, though 
their skin is generally paler than the men’s (a common convention of 
ancient art). Heavy use of white powder may have been merely an 
affectation of the rich in the capital. 

Ovid considered cosmetics such an important topic that he wrote a 
book on The Art of Beauty, which does not survive in its entirety. In it he 
gave formulas for making powders and ointments (8.175). In Book 3 
of The Art of Love he gives a shorter version of some of the same advice 
but urges his readers to apply the techniques in the privacy of their 
rooms. A man wants to admire the effect, not learn how it was 
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achieved: “Put on the finishing touch privately, out of my sight. Why do 
J have to know the cause of your lovely complexion?” 

Jewish women also used cosmetics heavily, but in part for genuine 
health reasons. Makeup applied around the eyes and mouth prevented 
those sensitive areas from drying out in the arid Judean climate and 
may have helped cut down on infections. 


Conclusion 


Some of the things discussed in this chapter may have shocked 
some readers. That was not my primary purpose. I’ve tried to show how 
drastically the Greco-Roman view of morality and personal behavior 
differed from Christian conceptions. I hope that the reader now has a 
better understanding of what the early Christians were up against as 
they presented their message and how that opposition may have 
shaped their own views, Their view of how life should be lived was 
indeed so different from that of the people around them that they 
could be called “these people who have been turning the world upside 
down” (Acts 17:6). 


Notes 


1. The urn in which the ashes of this girl, Minicia Marcella, were 
buried has been found in her family’s tomb outside Rome (cf. 
8.53). Her father became proconsul of the province of Asia in 
124/125 and received from the emperor Hadrian a rescript limit- 
ing prosecutions against Christians to charges based on their 
actions which could be proved in open court (cf. Eusebius Eccl. 
Hist. 4.9). 


2. Not long ago, when 1 attended the wedding of the daughter of 
some long-time friends, the minister made particular mention of 
how rare it was that the bride and groom both came from families 
which had not experienced a divorce. “Nothing new under the 
sun,” as the saying goes. 


3. Tombstone epitaphs must be read with some skepticism, of course 
(cf. 5.23). No one advertises an unhappy marriage on a tomb- 
stone. 


4. This situation is the foundation for my Christian historical novel, 
Daughter of Lazarus (St. Meinrad, IN: Abbey Press, 1988), which 
shows how a young woman, sold into slavery by her stepfather, tries 
to attain her freedom. 
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5. Exodus 21:22-25 deals with a case of miscarriage or induced abor- 
tion, which rabbis later deemed an act to be punished by a fine, not 
by death (Mekilta Nez. 8). The condemned “sorcerers” of 
Revelation 21:8 and 22:15 are called pharmakoi, perhaps referring 
to those who supplied drugs to induce abortions: 5S. D. Ricks, 
“Abortion in Antiquity,” in The Anchor Bible Dictionary, 1:31-35. 
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CHAPTER 


TIME, 
DISTANCE, AND 
TRAVEL IN THE 
ROMAN 
WORLD 


In THE MODERN world we measure Ume and distance precisely on 
either end of a continuum, from nanoseconds and millimeters to mil- 
lennia and light years. In his play The Clouds, the Athenian comic poet 
Aristophanes made fun of intellectuals who tried to measure how far 
fleas can jump. With our precise instruments, we can calculate what 
fraction of an inch they jump and what part of a second it takes them 
to do it—though we cannot answer any better than Aristophanes could 
the question of why anyone would want to know such things. Or we can 
plot a course to the moon and back. It is, therefore, difficult for us to 
imagine being content to know that it is “about midday” or “a three-day 
journey” to the next town. 

In New Testament times people lived with just that sort of impreci- 
sion in their measurement of everything, from the hours of the day to 
the number of years they had lived. In general they had only vague 
notions of distances beyond their own town or the next town up the 
road. Soldiers and merchants had a better idea of distances, but even 
they figured largely in terms of a day’s march or a day’s journey. The 
farther they got from the Mediterranean coast, the sketchter their 
knowledge became. 

Major highways had names, such as the Via Appia (Appian Way), 
but in towns the roads and streets rarely had names unless there was 
something distinctive about them, such as the “street called Straight” in 
Damascus (Acts 9:11), or some group of tradesmen concentrated in 
one area (such as the street of the bakers or tent makers).! One of the 
comic playwrights depicts a character trying to give directions to a 
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stranger in Athens. The hilarity of the scene depends on the lack of 
street names and the stranger’s lack of familiarity with local landmarks, 
which provided the only means of giving directions (9.1). 


The Appian Way, outside of Rome 
(Photo by Howard Vos) 
Time 


The modern Western obsession with time began in medieval 
monasteries, where the monks needed some reliable device to awaken 
them in the middle of the night for prayers (9.2). Their search has led 
us through pocket watches to wrist devices whose makers prefer to call 
them chronometers. We are seldom out of sight of a timepiece and are 
virtually enslaved to schedules—in school, at work, even in our enter- 
tainment (movie theaters, TV). 

The ancients were not as dominated by time as we are. They never 
developed precise instruments to calculate it, though not for want of 
trying. They did invent elaborate waterclocks—which seldom agreed 
with one another, Seneca says (Apocolocyntosis 2)—and even had small 
sundials which could be worn on the wrist or around the neck (9.11). 
But most ancient peoples recognized that their timekeeping could 
only be approximate: “about the so-and-so hour” is the way times are 
usually given. Such a casual system says something about how funda- 
mentally different these ancient people’s world view was from ours 
(9.3). 


Time, DISTANCE, AND TRAVEL IN THE ROMAN WoriD 
The reckoning of the day varied from one culture to another (9.8). 
Pliny the Elder summed up the situation (Nat. Hist. 2.89): 


The actual period of a day has been differently kept by dif- 
ferent people: the Babylonians count the period between two 
sunrises, the Athenians that between two sunsets, the 
Umbrians from midday to midday, the common people 
everywhere from dawn to dark, the Roman priests and the 
authorities who fixed the official day, and also the Egyptians, 
the period from midnight to midnight. 


So, officially, the Greeks and Jews reckoned days from sunset to 
sunset while the Romans began at midnight, but for all ancient peo- 
ples, the day in ordinary terms began at sunrise (9.5-7). 

Most peoples numbered days in a simple manner, such as “the 
fifth day of the month X.” The Romans, however, contrived a cum- 
bersome system based on three reference points, the kalends, the 
nones, and the ides. The kalends was always the first day of a month, 
but the nones and the ides varied, depending on the month. The 
nones usually fell around the fifth to the seventh day of the month, 
and the ides around the thirteenth to the fifteenth. Days were count- 
ed backward from the next one of these reference points. Thus any 
day after the ides of a month would be counted as so many days 
before the kalends of the next month (9.9). 


Hours 


Subdivisions of the day varied from culture to culture. The Greeks 
and Jews used no formal “hours,” but described the parts of the day by the 
activities usually carried on at various times, such as “cock-crow,” “mar- 
ket-time,” “lamp-ighting” (9.12). The early Jews’ lack of a formal system 
of umekeeping can be seen in the fact that there is no word for “hour” in 
the Old Testament except in the book of Daniel, which many scholars feel 
is quite late, from the Maccabean period (about 164 8.c.), when the Jews 
were under strong Hellenistic influences, as noted in chapter 2. 

The Greeks developed the concept of the hour, a period of 
one-twelfth of the total daylight, but they didn’t use it widely to reck- 
on time until after the era of Alexander the Great (died 323 B.c.). 
Under this system the day was divided into twelve hours of equal 
length. Thus the hour did not have a fixed value, but would vary in 
length with the seasons, ranging from forty-five of our minutes in 
December to seventy-five minutes in June. An elaborate timekeeping 
mechanism, the Tower of the Winds, was built in Athens to serve as a 
public timepiece (9.10). The Romans borrowed this system from the 
Greeks, even though it was inaccurate in Rome because it was reckoned 
on latitudinal and longitudinal measurements taken in Greece. 
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Jesus takes the Greca-Raman time system as normative when he asks, 
“Are there not twelve hours of daylight?” (John 11:9). In the parable in 
Matthew 20:3-16, Jesus portrays the owner of a vineyard hiring labor- 
ers first at the beginning of the day, then at the third, sixth, ninth, and 
eleventh hours—roughly at 9:00 a.m., noon, 3:00 p.m., and 5:00 p.m. 
Except at the crucifixion, the hours of the day do not figure promi- 
nently in the first thrce Gospels. Jesus was apparently put on the cross 
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at the third hour; then there was darkness from the sixth to the ninth 
hours, at which point he died (Mark 15:25, 33 rsv). 

In John’s Gospel, however, probably written in the Greek city of 
Ephesus and less closely tied to a Judean background than are the 
other three, there are several references to hours. In 1:39 Andrew’s first 
meeting with Jesus is set at “about the tenth hour” (xsv), 1. e., 4:00 p.m. 
In 4:6 Jesus encounters the woman at the well at “about the sixth hour” 
(Rsv), noon. A singular reference to the seventh hour occurs in 4:52 
(1:00 p.m.). John places the crucifixion at “about the sixth hour” 
(19:14, rsy), noon, and does not mention the darkness. 

References to the sixth and ninth hours are so common in 
ancient literature that they seem to have been a way of saying that the 
author did not know exactly when something happened, only that it 
was sometime around noon or just after (he midday siesta. The exact 
time is not especially important to the meaning of the story. John’s 
mention of the seventh and tenth hours thus becomes all the more 
peculiar and perhaps was a more historically accurate and original 
part of those stories, or it may have some symbolic significance which 
we no longer grasp. 
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The book of Acts also contains a number of references to the hours 
of the day and night. Peter defends the disciples against charges of ine- 
briation on Pentecost by pointing out that it was only the third hour, 
nine in the morning, much too early to be drunk (2:15). In Acts 3:1 he 
and John are on their way to the temple “at the hour of prayer, the 
ninth hour” (xsv). That hour also figures in the story of Cornelius, the 
centurion, in chapter 10. He prayed at the ninth hour and saw an angel 
in a vision. The next day Peter also received a vision at about the sixth 
hour. 

The night was also divided into hours, but it’s rare to find these 
specified. Most commonly the Romans spoke of the watches of the 
night, four shifts of three hours each (Mark 6:48; Luke 12:38 rsv). Most 
things that happened late at night were described simply as occurring 
at “midnight.” Paul and Silas were praying in prison “about midnight” 
when they were freed from their bonds (Acts 16:25). Paul once 
preached until midnight, with the unhappy result that a young man 
dozed off and fell out of the window where he was sitting (20:7-12). 
One of the few references to a specific ime of night occurs in Acts 
23:23. The tribune Claudius Lysias, who had arrested Paul in 
Jerusalem, sent him to the governor Felix “at the third hour of the 
night” (Rsv) to avoid a plot on Paul’s life. 

There are enough references to the measuring of time in the New 
Testament to establish that the Jews of that day followed the Roman 
habit of counting the twelve hours of the day from dawn, but that, also 
like the Romans, they were never very precise in their reckoning, pre- 
ferring vague terms like “toward evening” or “at early dawn.” 


Weeks 


One of the demarcations of time most familiar to us, the week—a 
concept which determines the very rhythm of our lives—was lacking in 
ancient thought beyond Judaism. Notice Galatians 4:10: “You are 
observing special days, and months, and seasons, and years.” No men- 
tion of weeks. The “special days” and “seasons” may be references to 
the fascination which some early Christians had with astrology (9.30), 
a phenomenon discussed in chapter 5. Astrologers did count a cycle of 
seven days, each one named after one of the heavenly bodies thought 
to govern it (sun, moon, and five planets). But no one other than the 
Jews lived by a fixed pattern of weeks. 

This doesn’t mean that ancient people never had a break from 
their drudgery. The normal workday ended at noon, as we saw in chap- 
ter 7. Market days were held several times a month, about every eighth 
or ninth day or in connection with a provincial magistrate’s visit or with 
a religious festival (9.15). The Roman calendar contained 150 holidays. 
Each town or province had its own civic or religious celebrations as 
well. It seems unlikely that any free Greek or Roman ever worked him- 
self to death. Slaves were gencrally included in these holidays (9.13). 
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Months 


Months were reckoned by the phases of the moon, but a lunar ycar 
(355/6 days) doesn’t coincide with a solar year. All ancient peoples 
inserted extra months periodically to make up the difference between 
the lunar and solar years (9.21; 9.34). Some Jewish sects used a 360-day 
calendar (9.20) or one of 364 days (9.17-18). A primary function of 
the priests in all cultures was to keep track of the discrepancy between 
lunar and solar time and announce when an intercalary month need- 
ed to be added (9.22; 9.31). The problem was that this process could 
be politically manipulated; the need for an extra month could be “dis- 
covered” just when a politician needed extra time in power. Greeks, 
Romans, and Jews each had their own names for the months (9.33), 
Contracts and other official documents often give the name of the 
month in two or more of these systems. 

Julius Caesar greatly simplified this procedure when he introduced 
a system of months of artificial lengths (30 and 31 days) and a leap year 
with an extra day every fourth year. Though not universally popular 
when it was introduced (9.25), his Julian calendar is the one we still 
use, with slight modifications made in 1582 by Pope Gregory XIII. The 
update became necessary because Caesar’s astronomers figured the 
solar year at 365 1/4 days when actually it is eleven minutes and four- 
teen seconds shorter. For greater precision, years divisible by 100 
should be leap years, but not those years divisible by 400, to which peo- 
ple had been adding an extra day. That may not sccm like much, but 
over sixteen centuries it added up, like compound interest, so that in 
correction, ten days were dropped from the calendar in 1582. 

The earliest Roman year may have had only four months in it, with 
“weeks” of eight days (9.23). Some of the months got their names from 
certain activities associated with them (9.24). By the time of the early 
Republic (sixth century B.c.), the Roman year began in March. Thus 
the months of September through December were given names mean- 
ing seven through ten, because at that time they were the seventh to 
tenth months. 

In the middle of the second century B.c., for reasons unknown to 
us, the Romans decided to begin the year in January {just after the win- 
ter solstice). Yet they retained the old names of the months (9.25-29) 
unless they decided to rename one in someone’s honor. Quintilis was 
renamed July to flatter Julius Caesar. (Thankfully. “’m a Yankee doo- 
dle dandy, born on the fourth of Quintilis” just doesn’t have the same 
ring to it.) But then, of course, Augustus had to have Sextilis named 
after him (9.19). Nero tried to rename April in his honor, and 
Domitian changed September to Germanicus, to celebrate his taumph 
over some tribes north of the Danube; neither change outlived these 
unpopular emperors. The poet Ovid began work on a poem, the Fasti, 
about the origins of names of the months and the significant anniver- 
saries but left it unfinished at his death (9.24). 
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Years 


Years were counted in a chaotic fashion. Not only couldn’t the 
Romans decide when to begin the year, they didn’t have any starting 
point for counting them. (The foundation of Rome was a semile- 
gendary event that took place in the forgotten past.) So they simply 
didn’t count the years. They named each year after its two consuls and 
made no effort to number them. The problem was that all other cities 
had their own systems of reckoning years, and none of them coincid- 
ed. The Athenians named their years after one of their archons (chief 
magistrates), but their year started in July (9.35-36). 

Throughout antiquity kings counted years from the beginnings of 
their reigns, but that meant that the count started over whenever a 
new king came to power, and the count was different in each king’s 
realm (cf. 2 Kings 18:9-10). This created utter confusion in trying to 
coordinate chronologies from one domain to another. Thus the year 
225 B.c. would have been the twenty-first year of Ptolemy III, the sec- 
ond year of Seleucus III, and the sixteenth year of Attalus I. Imagine 
yourself a business person trying to date a contract under those con- 
ditions (9.37). 

The Roman emperors provided a certain degree of standardiza- 
tion when they took to counting how many times certain of their 
powers had been renewed by the senate, a formality that took place 
once a year. So, when Luke refers to the fifteenth year of Tiberius, 
he at least knows how long that emperor has been on the throne, but 
he says nothing about how long anyone had ruled before or after 
that. 

To illustrate how cumbersome this system was, let’s figure, in 
Roman terms, how many years elapsed from the beginning of Jesus’ 
ministry to the death of Paul (assuming Paul was executed in A.D. 64, 
the tenth year of Nero’s reign). Jesus began his ministry in the fifteenth 
year of Tiberius’ reign. We would have to know how much longer 
Tiberius ruled (8 years), the length of Caligula’s reign (4) and of 
Claudius’ (13)—and those figures don’t even take parts of years into 
account. Add them up, plus ten to bring us up to the correct year of 
Nero’s rule, and we have our answer. 

To put it in modern terms, if someone claimed to be born in the 
eighth year of Franklin Roosevelt’s presidency, how would we calculate 
that person’s age? We would have to know how many years Roosevelt 
was in office, and the naines and terms of all the presidents from that 
time to the present. 

Perhaps now we can see why people in the first century would have 
been satisfied to say that it had been “about thirty or thirty-five years” 
from Jesus’ death to Paul’s and let it go at that. The precision that mat- 
ters so much to us was of little concern to them, and they could not 
have achieved it if they had wanted to. 
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Birthdays 

People who don’t like to reveal their age would have been comfortable 
living in the ancient world. Whether or not people kept track of their age 
was left up to themselves. Some people did keep a record of their own birth- 
days. We have tombstones, from the second century A.D. and later, which 
give the age of the deceased, sometimes down to the month and day: 


To the eternal memory of Blandinia Martiola, 
most blameless girl 
who lived 18 years, 9 months, 5 days. 


Marcus Vodusius Crescens, freedman of Marcus, built this... for 
his son, Petronius Vocusianus, 
aged 18 years, 3 months, 18 days. 


But the dating is sometimes vague, regardless of whether the per- 
son is young or old: 


To Aurelia Vercella, my wife most sweet, who lived seventeen ycars, 
more or less. 


Lucius Statius Onesimus . . . who lived sixty-eight years, 
morc or less. 


Just try to collect Social Security by telling them you’rc sixty-five, 
more or less. 

People sometimes figured their ages by linking them with memo- 
rable events (7.56). Pliny the Younger knew he was seventeen when 
Vesuvius crupted (£p. 6.16). But sometimes the events that stood out 
in people’s memories were ones of local significance, such as a flood 
or a sensational crime. If an individual kept track of his own age, he 
could be assured of precision. If he didn’t, though, no one was going 
to do it for him. Determining the cxact age of a person who had lived 
in a remote part of the Empire and who was long since dead was vir- 
tually impossible. Luke (3:23) tells us all he can when he says that 
Jesus was “about thirty” when he began his ministry. We should not 
try to make that mean morc than it does. 


The Date of Jesus’ Birth 


We saw in chapter 5 that no one in the early church had reliable 
information about the month and day of Jesus’ birth. Both Matthew 
and Luke tell us all they can about the year. Luke (2:2) ties it to a reg- 
istration ordered by Augustus, which took place “while Quirinius was 
governor of Syria.” This was likely a census, not a tax, although new 
taxes followed the census and triggered a revolt led by Judas the 
Galilean in a.p. 6~7 (Luke 5:37). 
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We’ve already discussed some of the problems connected with the 
dating of that census (sce chapter 3). Augustus took several censuses, 
he tells us in the official history of his reign, the Res Gestae (sect. 8). But 
the one closest in time to the presumed date of Jesus’ birth was begun 
in 8 B.c., the next in A.D. 14. This census of 8 B.c. covered only Judea 
(nat Galilee) and was ordered because the Romans were converting 
Judea to a province. The Romans usually allowed five years to complete 
a census, so Jesus’ birth could have occurred while this one was in 
progress. But there is still the problem of Quirinius’ governorship. 

Matthew 2:1 and Luke 1:5 both date the birth of Jesus to “the days 
of king Herod of Judea.” That was sufficient information for the read- 
er of that time, but since Herod ruled from 37—4 B.c., it only tantalizes 
us. When during those three decades was Jesus born? How could he 
have been born B.c., before Christ? Some have tried to maintain that 
Herod died later than 4 B.c., but there is little substance to that argu- 
ment (9.40). It looks like there is a major chronological problem 
here. But there need not be if we remember that Luke said Jesus was 
“about thirty years old” when he began his ministry. Thirty-four or 
thirty-five is “about thirty” for people who treat numbers as carelessly 
as the Greeks and Romans did. 

From other bits of information in Matthew’s introduction, we can 
narrow the date down. He says (1:17 rsv) that fourteen generations 
lived “from the deportation to Babylon to the Christ.” In the Jewish set- 
ting, a generation was normally reckoned as about forty years, though 
Herodotus (2.142) says that “three generations of men are one hun- 
dred years.” So Matthew seems to be figuring on approximately 560 
years from the fall of Jerusalem to the birth of Jesus. Jerusalem fell in 
586 B.c., so that would date Christ’s birth to 26 s.c. But Matthew would 
have emphasized the about forty years in each generation and the 
approximately 560 years. The date could easily be brought down a few 
more years. For the modern, fact-conscious reader, so imprecise a date 
is not enough, but for Matthew’s readers it was. This should be a 
reminder that we can’t expect ancient, non-scientific texts to be written 
with our standards of accuracy in mind. 

Clement of Alexandria (Stromata 1.21) discussed this problem of 
chronology and provided what information he had about the reigns of 
emperors and the time that had elapsed since the birth of Christ. By his 
reckoning, Jesus was born in “the twenty-eighth year of Augustus.” 
Modern scholars begin figuring Augustus’ reign in 27 8.c., when he 
received the grants of powers which made him “emperor.” But Clement 
appears to have been counting from the battle of Actium in 31 s.c., 
which would place Jesus’ birth in 3 .c. He admits that different sources 
give various figures for the reigns of some of the emperors. 

Another clue to a more precise date is provided by the story of 
Herod’s Slaughter of the Innocents, his command to slay all male chil- 
dren in Bethlehem under two years of age in an effort to destroy what 
he understood to be a rival king of the Jews (9.42). It seems from the 
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story (Matt. 1:16-20) that this happened just before Herod’s death, 
though that is not explicitly stated. Since Herod dicd carly in 4 B.c., if 
he was looking for a child under two, it seems likely that Jesus was born 
around 6 8.c. Some scholars argue for 8-7 B.c. (9.45), others for 3-2 B.c. 
(9.43). On the basis of what appears to be a star map painted on the 
ceiling of a catacomb in Rome, one scholar maintains that Christ’s 
birth took place on March 24-25 in 5 sc, (9.39). In 1606 Johannes 
Kepler calculated that Jesus was born in 7-6 B.c., during a rare con- 
junction of Jupiter (the star of kings) and Saturn (the star of the 
Sabbath and sometimes of the Jews). Others have tried to identify the 
star (Matt. 2:2) with a nova or comet. 

The major difficulty in using the story of the Slaughter of the 
Innocents as evidence is that itis not known from any other source, not 
even another New Testament source. There are some possible reasons 
for this silence. Bethlehem was small, and the infant mortality rate of 
the times was high. Since only males were sought out, the slaughter 
might have involved only a handful of babies. Thus it may not have 
seemed worthy of note to Josephus and other historians, especially in 
comparison to Herod’s slaughter of members of his own family. They 
might have thought it unwise to mention the matter when it would only 
raise questions: What happened to this alleged king of the Jews? an 
inquiring Roman reader might want to know. We know that Josephus, 
as a client of Herod Agrippa II, tried to avoid delicate issues in his his- 
tory of the Jews (9.41). 

Although we can’t know why Matthew alone records this incident, we 
don’t have to disregard it simply because it is found in only one source. 
Other incidents from antiquity are accepted as historical even though 
recorded by only one author or in only one inscription. Our sources 
are limited in number, and they have a selective and unscientific 
approach to recording information. Hence, we should not be too quick 
to accept everything they tell us or too eager to reject any particular 
piece of data (9.44), even clues from the Dead Sea Scrolls (9.38) or 
from astronomy. 


B.C./AD, 


Given all this confusion and lack of precision, it’s little wonder that 
people interested in antiquity often have trouble understanding how 
we keep track of things. We’ve even complicated the problem by using 
the birth of Christ as our reference point. A student in one of my his- 
tory courses once asked, in all seriousness, “Before Jesus was born, how 
did they know to count backwards so the dates would come out right?” 
My first reaction was disbelief. Could a college student actually have no 
notion at all of how our dating system works? Sad to say, I’ve encoun- 
tered others since then. So, in brief, let me explain B.c. and a.p., and 
how we can correlate Roman and Greek and Christian dates. 
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Our modern system was worked out by Dionysius Exiguus, a monk 
living in Rome in the mid-sixth century. Using information like Luke’s 
reference to Jesus beginning his ministry when he was about thirty in 
the fifteenth year of the emperor Tiberius, Dionysius decided to desig- 
nate that year as the thirtieth “year of the Lord” (anno Domini in Latin, 
A.D.). He went on to construct a chronology of events up to his own 
time. His problem was complicated by the difficulty of performing cal- 
culations with Roman numerals and by the lack of a zero (9.4647, 
9.49-50; see chapter 1). Thus Jesus was born in a.p, 1, the “first year of 
the Lord,” by Dionysius’ calculations. Minor inaccuracies in record 
keeping meant that the system he devised was actually off by four to six 
years (9.51; 9.53). 

We have seen the problems of correlating dates from one kingdom 
or city to another. When two cities fought one another, each would 
record the event in its own histories. Such cross-references allowed 
later historians to correlate events in one dating system with those in 
another (9.52). By the fourth century several elaborate chronologies 
had been worked out by Christian writers such as Eusebius and Jerome 
to show the connection between events from the Old Testament and 
Greco-Roman history. 

Some modern scholarly publications add another twist to the 
time-keeping problem by trying to avoid the Christian implications of 
dating things B.c./A.p. The designations B.C.E. and C.E. are coming into 
wider use. They mean “before the Common Era” and “Common Era.” 
The Common Era is the time period since the birth of Christ; the use 
of these phrases is intended to avoid offending non-Christians (9.48). 
The use of this system doesn’t change any dates. The year 480 B.c. is 
also 480 B.c.E.; 79 C.E. is A.D. 79. 


Distances 


Not only did each ancient culture—practically each ancient city— 
have its own method of calculating time, they also had their own sys- 
tems of measurements, whether for weights, volume, money, or dis- 
tance. Weights and volume are of no particular importance for the 
study of the New Testament, and Roman coinage had become the stan- 
dard medium of exchange all over the Mediterranean world (except at 
the temple in Jerusalem, where it had to be exchanged, at extortionate 
rates, for coins which did not bear an emperor’s image). But an under- 
standing of how distances were calculated can provide an introduction 
to the important topic of travel in the New Testament world. 

The shortest distances were measured by comparison with body 
parts. Anything smaller than a foot was measured by the dactyl, the dis- 
tance between two knuckles on a man’s finger. The foot was the basic 
unit of measurement, but it varied from 296 millimeters (11 inches) at 
Rome to 320 mm in Olympia and 330 mm in Gaul. The Athenians used 
two different feet in measuring, one 295 mm, the other 326 mm. We 
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have graphic evidence of the measurement of the Roman foot at a 
point where the Appian Way runs between the hills and the coastline 


A milestone erected during Trajan’s reign 
(Photo by Gustav Jeeninga) 


of Italy. Engineers cut 126 feet off the 
cliff to construct the roadbed and 
marked off each foot. 

The most common unit in the Near 
East was the cubit, the distance from 
the elbow to the tip of the middle fin- 
ger. It continued in use in Roman 
times (Matt. 6:27, NRsv note) and resist- 
ed all efforts to standardize it (9.58). 

Longer distances were measured 
rather arbitrarily. In their games, the 
Greeks used the stadion, the length of 
the running track. This was defined as 
six hundred feet; but since the foot 
varied from place to place, so did the 
stadion. The Romans were hardly 
more precise, using the milia passus 
(thousand steps) as their standard. 
The step was usually reckoned as five 
feet, making the Roman mile about 
three hundred feet shorter than our 
mile. The Greeks and Romans both 
used professional distance measurers 
and surveyors when calculating dis- 
tances between cities, so they could 
achieve rough accuracy (9.54). 

Distances were marked on Roman 
roads by milestones, large columns dis- 
playing the name of the road, the 
name and titles of the official who 
built or added to it, and the distance 
from the two towns which the road 
connected. These milestones were nor- 
mally five to six feet tall. Construction 
and erection of them served to keep 
unemployed people occupied and pro- 
vided propaganda for the current 
regime (9.56-57). 

The most common measurement 
of a long distance was “a day’s jour- 
ney.” Under optimum circumstances 
in antiquity, a pcrson could cover 


about twenty of our miles in a day’s travel on fool. But circumstances 
were rarely ideal and pcople rarely struck out alone on foot. Imperial 
couriers could cover as much as fifty miles a day (9.55); an ox-drawn 
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wagon could manage only seven or eight (9.59). Since we don’t know 
how Mary and Joseph were traveling, we cannot be certain how far 
they had gone when we read in Luke 2:44 that they left Jerusalem and 
“went a day’s journey” before they realized that Jesus was not with 
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them. They had assumed him to be among the family and friends 
with whom they were traveling. That suggests a caravan of some sort, 
almost certainly with wagons, and reminds us of one of the most 
important conditions of ancient travel: safety in numbers. 

The concept of the day’s journey was almost as old as civilization 
in the Near East. In Genesis 30:36 and Exodus 3:18 we find refer- 
ences to “a three days’ journey.” Because of Sabbath restrictions, 
the Jews introduced a variation of this measurement, the Sabbath 
day’s journey, barely more than half a mile (Acts 1:12). 


Travel 


The Greeks and Romans traveled for many of the same reasons 
we do today (9.63). They had business interests all over the 
Mediterranean basin, with contacts eventually extending to India 
and China (9.64-67). Government work kept a large number of peo- 
ple on the move. The wealthy moved several times a year to one or 
another of their villas, taking their entourages with them. People of 
all classes visited spas and shrines—especially those of Asclepius, god 
of healing—or attended famous festivals like the Olympic games. 
Roman doctors held sea voyages to be salubrious. The Romans 
added pure sightseeing to these reasons for being on the road. 
Tiberius’ nephew Germanicus rubbernecked his way around Egypt 
like any modern tourist (Tacitus, Anz. 2.61). Seneca complains 
about people afflicted with “an unhealthy restlessness” who “under- 
take aimless journeys” (On Peace of Mind 2.13). 
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If we think about travel in the New Testament, Paul’s journeys 
immediately come to mind (9.60-62). He combined land and sea trav- 
el and experienced many of the difficulties associated with both. But 
Mary and Joseph also traveled, first to Bethlehem (according to Luke), 
then to Egypt and back (according to Matthew). The Magi made a long 
journey to sce Jesus. Jesus himself traveled all over Judea and Galilee 
and expected his disciples to travel, either in pairs around Judea or “to 
the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). What was travel like for these peaple? 


Land Travel 


The most natural form of travel in antiquity, but by no means the most 
comfortable, was by land. It required considerable time, and the dangers 


(Photo by Ben Chapman) 


inherent in it were not to be lightly disregarded. When Jesus told a 
story about a man who fell among thieves on a journey (Luke 
10:30-35), his audience knew the reality about which he spoke. Paul 
also reeled off some of the perils which he had encountered on his fre- 
quent journeys: “danger from rivers, danger from bandits, . . . danger 
in the wilderness, danger at sea, . . . hungry and thirsty, often without 
food, cold and naked” (2 Cor. 11:26~27). Even in Italy itself, a wealthy 
Roman could simply disappear while traveling (Pliny, Ap. 6.25). 

In spite of all these drawbacks, land travel was far safer and more con- 
venient in the first century A.D. than it had ever been in human history. 
And it didn’t get any better until the introduction of railroads in the 
middle of the nineteenth century. A trip from London to Rome in 
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Nero’s time took twenty-cight days, assuming there were no major 
problems. At the beginning of Queen Victoria’s reign, in 1832, the 
same trip took the same amount of time and was complicated by cross- 
ing several national borders. 


Roman Roads 


The Romans made relatively convenient travel possible by policing 
their territory to cut down on highway bandits, though they could 
never entirely eliminate them, and by providing superb roads that criss- 
crossed the Empire from Scotland to Arabia, from Morocco to the 
Black Sea (9.69). The Roman system of roads was unequaled until the 
development of the modern interstate highways after World War IL. 

The Romans began building roads in part for the same reason that 
the interstate system was begun by Franklin Roosevelt: the need to 
move troops quickly from one part of the Empire to another. For this 
reason Roman roads were as straight as possible, often bridging rivers 
or drilling through mountains. The highways they created were “grace- 
ful and beautiful as well as useful” (Plutarch, Life of G. Gracchus 7). 
Civilians could use the roads, but soldiers and persons on government 
business always had right of way. A large military contingent in passage 
could force all other traffic off'a road for several hours—days in some 
cases. 

Roman roads and bridges were engineered so well that stretches of 
them survive all over Europe today and in some cases are still used for 
local traffic. The roads were typically laid down on a base of gravel 
poured in a trench, covered by large stones in areas where traffic was 
especially heavy. Gravel or dirt might be the surface for roads used 
more lightly. The roads, always slightly higher in the middle than on 
the sides to ensure proper drainage, were lined with ditches and curbs. 
In 122 p.c. Gaius Gracchus began the practice of placing stones at fre- 
quent intervals to enable riders to mount their horses without assis- 
tance, a necessity because stirrups were unknown in western Europe 
before about a.p. 800 (9.68). Plutarch mentions people training their 
horses to kneel when they are “too feeble or lazy to mount them prop- 
erly” (On Marriage 8). 

Near cities, pedestrian paths were maintained alongside the major 
roads, but in the countryside people walked on the same surface used 
by vehicular waffic, with the result that they were sometimes run over. 
Some Romans apparently became maniacs once they got behind the 
reins. Nero's biological father, L. Domitius Ahenobarbus, once delib- 
erately ran down a child in the road (Suetonius, Nero 5). 

In addition to their system of major thoroughfares, the Romans 
built secondary roads with gravel or dirt surfaces. These were usually 
maintained by local governments and so were not as fine as the high- 
ways, but they made reasonably fast travel possible even between small 
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towns. The usefulness of such roads is apparent when Pliny talks about 
a trip to one of his villas outside Rome (Ep. 2.17): 


It is seventeen miles from Rome, so that it is possible to spend 
the night there after necessary business is done, without hav- 
ing cut short or hurried the day’s work, and it can be 
approached by more than one route; the roads to Laurentum 
and Ostia both lead in that direction, but you must leave the 
one at the fourteenth milestone and the other at the 
eleventh. Whichever way you go, the side road you take is 
sandy for some distance and rather heavy and slow-going if 
you drive, but soft and easily covered on horseback. The view 
on either side is full of variety, for sometimes the road nar- 
rows as it passes through the woods, and then it broadens and 
opens out through wide meadows. 


We should recall that the day’s work ended before noon, so Pliny 
had several hours to make the trip and still arrive in time for an early 
dinner. His comment about the width of the road is of interest. Eight 
feet was the minimum width for a Roman road, except where the 
need to build on the side of a mountain occasionally forced them 
down to one lane of five or six feet. In such cases they provided paved 
pullover areas wherever possible so that traffic going in opposite 
directions could pass. On flat ground a width of ten or twelve feet was 
common, broadening to thirty or forty feet as the road approached a 
major city. 


Maps 

We cannot envision Joseph and Mary calling AAA to get a map for 
their trip to Egypt. Yet well-educated ancients did in fact have a reason- 
ably good sense of what their world looked like, at least until they got to 
the edges (9.70; 9.74). The sphericity of the earth had been fairly com- 
mon knowledge since the time of Pythagoras (540 n.c.). By 200 B.c. 
Eratosthenes of Alexandria had calculated the earth’s circumference to 
within a few hundred miles and had devised a system of mapping the 
earth using lines of longitude and latitude. 

Cicero gives one of the most explicit statements of the Roman view 
of the earth (On the Nature of the Gods 2.116). Ovid (Metamorphoses 
1.32-37) also describes God as shaping the earth into a ball. The Romans 
portrayed the earth as a ball on their coins. The geographer Claudius 
Ptolemy provides directions for making maps on both flat and spherical 
surfaces (see box). The problem of distortion on a flat surface which he 
mentions is one that still plagues cartographers today. On a Mercator 
projection, Greenland appears sixteen times its actual size. 

Before setting out on a journey, an ancient traveler could purchase 
a map, not to learn the distances between towns—the milestones told 
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him that—but to learn what sorts of accommodations were available. 
Known as itineraries, these were commonplace in antiquity, but none 


survive except in the eleventh-century 
Peutinger Table, a copy of a third-cen- 
tury map of all the roads in the 
Roman Empire. It uses different sym- 
bols to indicate the various sorts of 
inns a traveler could expect to find 


(9.72-73). 


Accommodations 


Since the average traveler covered 
only twenty or sv miles a day, it was 
necessary on long trips to plan to stop 
each night. Inns were available, but 
their quality varied dramatically. 
Some were large and comfortable and 
could provide meals, stabling for ani- 
mals, and mechanics to repair vehi- 
cles (9.77). If the inn where Mary and 
Joseph stayed had a stable, it was not 
the shabby place it is often portrayed 
as being (9.80). Only the more sub- 
stantial inns had such facilities. 
Others offered little more than a roof 
and a fire by which to sleep. It 
appears, however, that what was lack- 
ing was “a room” in our sense of the 
word (9.78); all the rooms were filled. 
This would suggest that the inn was 
particularly nice. Not all inns offered 
private rooms, 


Mapping the Earth 


Drawing a map on a sphere gives the 
likeness of the shape of the earth, but it’s 
hard to make it large enough to allow room 
for all the details that must be indicated, 
and it’s impossible to take the whole thing 
in one's sight at one time. Making a map 
on a flat surlace overcomes these incon- 
veniences, but requires some adjustments 
to correspond to the spherical shape in 
order to make the distances on the flat sur- 
face commensurate with the actual dis- 
tances. 


The decision as to the size of the sphere 
will depend on how detailed the mapmak- 
er wishes his work to be. This is a function 
of his skill, for as the size of the sphere is 
increased, the amount of detail and the 
accuracy of the map will also be greater. 


Ptolemy, Geography 1.20-22. 


Judging from archaeological remains, inns were spaced closer 


together or farther apart, depending on the difficulty of the terrain. 
Inns were often dirty and infested with disreputable und dangerous 
characters (9.76), The poet Horace (40 s.c.) left a vivid portrayal of 
these places in his humorous description of a trip which he made from 
Rome to Brundisium, on the heel of Italy (Sat. 1.5). Both Petronius 
(A.b. 60) and Apuleius (a.p, 180) show that conditions in the inns did 
not improve naticcably with the passage of time. Characters in both 
their works are attacked while staying in inns. 

If travelers found a decent inn, there was no guarantee it would 
have room for them. Even if other travelers hadn’t filled it, someone 
on government business might commandeer rooms and services, and 
his nceds would take precedence over any other, even a young woman 
about to become a mother. 
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An innkeeper was required by law to furnish anything requested by 
someone traveling with a pass from the emperor or a provincial gover- 
nor, just as civilians were required to assist such persons by carrying 
burdens for a mile (Matt. 5:41). Only persons on official business, par- 
ticularly the delivery of dispatches to and from Rome, were supposed 
to have these passes. The aim of the system was to speed communica- 
tion between the provinces and the capital (9.55). The emperors strict- 
ly limited the number of passes in circulation at any given time so as 
not to overburden the system (Pliny Epp. 10.45; 10.64). But abuses of 
the privilege were common. Pliny himself, as governor of Bithynia, let 
his wife use a pass when she wanted to return home to her ailing moth- 
er; the emperor Trajan excused him with a mild scolding (Ep. 10.120). 

Where possible, travelers stayed with friends or with friends of 
friends. Paul didn’t even wait for an invitation from Philemon but just 
told him to “prepare a guest room for me” (verse 22). The obligation 
to entertain family friends was passed on from one generation to the 
next (9.75). Letters of introduction were a valuable commodity, for 
they insured that the bearer would find lodging in an unfamiliar city 
(9.79). Paul opened doors for some of his friends in passages like 
Romans 16:1-2: “I commend to you our sister Phoebe, a deaconess of 
the church at Cenchreae, so that you may welcome her in the Lord as 
is fitting for the saints, and help her in whatever she may require from 
you.” Similar introductions are supplied in 1 Corinthians 16:10 and 
Colossians 4:7-10. 


Travel Amenities 


We typically think of people in the New Testament as walking, and 
many poorer people did travel in that fashion. But vehicular travel was 
much more common than we suppose. When Paul asks Timothy to 
bring his cloak along with some books and parchments (2 Tim. 4:13), 
we must conclude that Timothy would not be making the trip on foot. 
Considering Paul’s health problems, one wonders whether he could 
have walked all over Asia Minor and Greece. Mary, being well along in 
her pregnancy, is not likely to have walked from Nazareth to 
Bethlehem. The mother of the poet Virgil set out on a short trip dur- 
ing her pregnancy and ended up giving birth in a ditch (Suetonius, Life 
of Virgil 3). Traditionally we picture Mary riding a donkey, but Luke 
never mentions her mode of transportation. Since Joseph was a man of 
some means, they might well have ridden in some sort of carriage. 

Various styles of carriages or wagons could be rented in one town 
and left in another to be returned (9.82). A driver could also be hired 
if one wished to bargain with the drivers’ guild, the ancient equivalent 
of the Teamsters’ Union. But riding a donkey was cheaper and might 
have been more comfortable. Roman carriages had no springs, so the 
passengers felt every jolt of the road. Nor did the Romans ever develop 
an effective axle grease (9.81). Complaints about the screeching of 
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wagon wheels are frequent in literature of the first century a.p. During 
chariot races slaves stood along the edge of the track and tossed water on 
the wheels to cool them down. The most comfortable way to travel with- 
out walking was to be carried in a litter. In town this chair or bed with 


A model of a Roman grain ship. Note the captain's “cabin”. 
(Photo from Haifa Maritime Museum) 


poles on the side was carried by slaves. On the open road, donkeys were 
someumes used to carry the chair. 

Travelers often needed some kind of vehicle because they had to 
bring their own supplies of food and water, as well as utensils, clothes, 
and whatever other necessities they may have required. Jesus counseled 
his disciples to go out preaching without a bag or bread or money. That 
would have sounded like madness to his contemporaries (Luke 9:3-5; 
10:3-7). Cicero’s brother Quintus turned back when the two of them 
were making their last effort to escape death at the hands of Antony’s sol- 
diers because, in their haste, neither of them had brought any money. 
Quintus knew they couldn’t go anywhere or survive long, so he went 
back to see what resources he could scrape together, even though sol- 
diers were pursuing them (Plutarch, Cicero 47). 

Despite all their efforts to make travel comfortable, the Romans still 
had to contend with the weather. They tried as much as possible to limit 
their traveling to warmer months, May to October. Snow was not a prob- 
lem in Greece and Asia Minor, except in the higher elevations. In Italy 
the Apennine Mountains, which divide the peninsula lengthwise like a 
spine, do retain their snow cover at the highest elevations until Iate June. 
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But all over the Mediterranean basin, rain and cold weather simply 
made a miserable combination for travel. 

Paul clearly had land travel in mind when he told the Corinthians, 
“I intend to pass through Macedonia—and perhaps I will stay with you 
or even spend the winter” (1 Cor. 16:5-6). In two other passages, it’s 
unclear whether he was concerned about land travel or sailing. In 2 
Timothy 4:21 he urges Timothy, “Do your best to come before winter.” 
In Titus 3:12 he announces his plan to spend the winter in Nicopolis, 
on the Adriatic Sea. In either case it’s clear that travel of all sorts came 
to a virtual halt during the winter. 


Sea Travel 


Unlike the Greeks, the Romans and Jews did not take gladly to trav- 
el by sea. Cicero, trying to escape soldiers coming to put him to death, 
set out in a small boat. But the waves began to make him sick, so he 
ordered the boat turned around, and he went back ashore (Plutarch, 
Cicero 47). Seneca relates an almost comic incident when he tried to sail 
across the Bay of Naples instead of following the coastline, as any sen- 
sible sailor of the day did. With no compass or other navigational aid, 
one could quickly become lost if out of sight of land. A storm caught 
Seneca in the middle of the bay. He begged to be taken back to land. 
The helmsman told him it was more dangerous to try to get close to the 
shore in a storm than it was to ride it out on the open water. Seneca 
ordered the man to turn for shore, no matter what the risk. As soon as 
he could see that they were getting close, he leaped into the water and 
swam the rest of the way (Ep. 53). 

But, once their empire had encircled the Mediterranean Sea, the 
landlubberly Romans had to come to terms with the water. They 
learned much from the Greeks about building and handling ships and 
improved on those techniques to construct vessels larger than anything 
that floated until the nineteenth century (9.83; 9.86). These ships were 
powered by sail and wind. Ships with oars, sometimes several banks of 
oars, were normally used for military purposes. The oars would have 
been used for short periods when the wind was slack or in situations 
such as ramming another ship, where speed was essential. We still are 
not quite certain how the oars were arranged or manipulated. 

The more common vessels, however, were merchant ships, 
designed to transport large quantities of grain and other commodities 
to feed the constantly gaping maw of the city of Rome (9.94). Shipping 
huge quantities of grain by water, whatever the distance, was always 
cheaper in antiquity than hauling cartloads of grain overland (9.93). 
There were no regular sailing schedules. Potential passengers had to 
find a ship going in the right direction, book passage, and wait until 
conditions (winds and omens) were right for sailing. Being extremely 
superstitious, the Romans placed great trust in dreams and omens. Ifa 
passenger or sailor had a premonition about misfortune, the voyage 
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would be delayed. The centurion and the captain on Paul’s ship prob- 
ably would have paid attention to the apostle’s warning if they had not 
been desperate for a safe harbor in which to spend the winter (Acts 
27:10-11). 

Once on board the ship, passengers found no facilities for them. 
Only the captain had a separate sleeping area. The passengers, like the 
crew, had to claim space on the open deck, perhaps with a small tent 
to keep the wind and salt spray off. They had to bring their own food 
and servants to prepare it for them, if they were wealthy enough. The 
number of people who might buy passage on a freighter was limited 
only by the boat’s size and the willingness of the people to crowd 
together. One vessel sailed with six hundred passengers. When Paul 
sailed to Rome, there were 276 passengers and crew aboard (9.8889; 
Acts 27:37) .? 

Since they had no reliable navigational aids, ships usually stopped 
at dark, pulling into a river mouth or beaching on the shore. 
Passengers could replenish their supply of fresh water and forage for 
whatever food the area might offer. This image was familiar enough 
that Epictetus’ readers could recognize the scene: “Just as, on a sea voy- 
age, when the ship rests at anchor, if you go ashore to draw water. . . 
your thoughts must be focused on the ship, so that you will hear the 
captain when he calls” (Enchindion 7). 

Sea travel in antiquity was totally dependent on the weather. With 
only one large square sail mounted perpendicular to the keel, Roman 
sailors could not “tack” the way a modern sailboat can and so found it 
extremely difficult to sail against unfavorable winds (9.85). The pre- 
vailing winds blowing out of the north, for example, made it an easy 
voyage from Asia Minor to Alexandria, but a laborious two-month jour- 
ney going the other way (9.91). Pliny tried to sail north along the coast 
of Asia Minor, but finally had to abandon the effort and settle for land 
transportation (Ep. 10.17). That same wind delayed Paul's ship (Acts 
27:4-7). The time required for a voyage between any two points could 
vary enormously from trip to trip. We have records indicating that the 
trip from Puteoli (near Naples) to Alexandria could take from nine to 
twenty-seven days (9.59). 

Winter was the ancient sailor’s dread. Only in extreme need did a 
ship put out to sea between October and May. The ship on which Paul 
started the last leg of his journey to Rome was Alexandrian, and the 
captain was frustrated by his battles against the winds. Seeing the end 
of the sailing season upon him, he had already given up hope of reach- 
ing Rome and knew he had to get to a suitable harbor to spend the win- 
ter (Acts 27:12), He would need a place that could supply lodging and 
food for a sizable contingent of people as well as a safe berth for his 
ship. 

The details of Paul’s shipwreck can be found in Acts 27:39-44, and 
the account, often praised for its clarity, can hardly be improved by 
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retelling here (9.90; 9.92).° This was a frequent hazard of sea travel. Paul 
reports that he was shipwrecked on three occasions (2 Cor. 11:25). Loss 
of cargoes was common and could mean financial ruin. But because of 
the risk, profits were high and the import business was one of the quick- 
est paths to enormous wealth (Petronius, Satyr. 76). 

Travel in New Testament times was safer than it had ever been or 
would be again until the twentieth century. And yet it was filled with 
peril, whether one undertook a relatively short overland journey like 
the one from Jerusalem to Jericho or a sea voyage halfway across the 
Mediterranean. Paul’s decision to travel and spread the gospel involved 
a great deal more inconvenience and personal danger than we can pos- 
sibly imagine in our age of jet planes and interstate highways. When we 
see the conditions under which these people labored to accomplish 
something that we take for granted, this should help us appreciate 
their achievement even more. It might also challenge us to use our 
advantages to the full. 


Notes 


1. Perhaps this is how Paul found Aquila and Priscilla in Corinth, 
since they were of the same trade (Acts 18:1-3). 


2. Some manuscripts read seventy-six. Perhaps a later medieval copy- 
ist, not familiar with the size of Roman ships at the height of the 
Empire, changed the figure to something more reasonable in his 
experience. 


3. See William Ramsay, Si. Paul, the Traveller and the Roman Citizen 
(New York: Putnams, 1896; Grand Rapids: Baker, 1949 reprint), 
314-343, for an exciting and classic treatment of Paul’s voyage to 
Rome and the sailing techniques used. 
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Les DIFFICULT TO write a conclusion to this book. I don’t feel that 
I'm finished with its subject matter in quite the same way I have fin- 
ished with other writing projects. It took me three years to write my first 
novel, and when I typed the last page, I was relieved to be done with it 
and ready to go on to something else. When an editor accepted the 
book, he wanted mc to make a few minor changes, which were not dif- 
ficult with a word processor. But he also urged me to write a new chap- 
ter at one point to help develop the relationship between two of the 
characters. That was difficult, because by then I had been done with 
them and their story for a couple of years. But when you’re an aspiring 
writer and an editor says, “I want to buy your book and I want you to 
write another chapter,” you write another chapter. (The novel, a 
Christian historical set in first-century Rome, is called Daughter of 
Lazarus, published by Abbey Press, but no longer in print.) 

But I don’t feel that I’m finished with this subject, and I hope you, 
the reader, aren’t either. This book I regard as a starting point. There 
will always be new chapters to write. In the course of researching and 
writing what you’ve read thus far, I’ve raised some questions for myself 
which will require further investigation. In addition to whatever infor- 
mation you’ve gleaned from it, I hope you've Icarned that the study of 
the New Testament is a continuous process. 

Does that mean that one cannot achieve finality or certainty in this 
area? Can we undertake this kind of study and come out of it believing 
anything? Peaple in my Sunday school and Bible study classes some- 
times ask questions like that, and they are legitimate. I don’t hesitate to 
answer yes to the second one, because I have been engaged in this sort 
of study for twenty-five years, and my faith is stronger now than it was 
when I began. 
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The first question requires a longer answer. Faith cannot be found- 
ed on the results of scholarship, for two reasons. First, as Sandmel 
pointed out in his article on “The Comfortable Theory” (2.95), mod- 
ern scholars are sometimes no more nor less objective than the ancient 
writers they analyze. Feminists, such as Rawson and Pomeroy, tend to 
overcompensate for the lack of attention given to women in antiquity. 
An orthodox Jewish scholar like L. H. Feldman—under whom I have 
studied and whose friendship I prize—will not admit the possibility of 
Hellenizing influences on first-century Judaism. These biases—and all 
modern scholars have them, to some degree—must be kept in mind 
when one reads their studies of ancient authors’ biases. 

Second, the results of scholarly investigation cannot be the foun- 
dation of faith because the results of scholarship in this field, as in any 
other, may endure only until the next book on the subject appears. 
Today’s “final” word on a problem can become a footnote in the next 
book or article presenting the new “final” word. (See the interest in 
rhetoric and its influence on the New Testament, in chapter 8). 

All we have to do to illustrate this point is to look at trends in the 
study of the life of Jesus over the past century. In the early 1900s, Albert 
Schweitzer’s Quest of the Historical Jesus held the field. It was not possi- 
ble, Schweitzer said, to know anything historically reliable about Jesus 
because the Gospels weren’t written as biographies. 

By the late 1940s, Rudolf Bultmann was claiming that the early 
church had virtually invented the earthly Jesus. The kerygmatic 
Christ—Christ as the disciples experienced and proclaimed him after 
the resurrection—was the subject of the early church’s preaching. 
(This is demonstrably true of Paul, who all but ignores the human Jesus 
and deliberately distances himself from those who knew Jesus during 
his earthly ministry; cf. Gal. 1:18-24.) According to Bultmann, whatev- 
er the early church said about Jesus was said in light of that resurrec- 
tion experience and could not be taken literally. The illogical exten- 
sion of this “demythologizing” trend was James Allegro’s book The 
Sacred Mushroom and the Cross (1970), in which he claimed that Jesus was 
actually a cover-up for a cult centering around hallucinogenic mush- 
rooms. 

By 1961 Gunther Bornkamm, in Jesus of Nazareth, opened what 
came to be known as “the New Quest for the Historical Jesus.” It was 
possible, he thought, to use the Gospels as historical sources with cau- 
tion, recognizing that thcir authors were not unbiased observers and 
that everything they said was colored to some degree, however small, 
by their own experience. Some things in the Gospels could be believed 
as written. In other cases, critical principles had to be used to deter- 
mince the original form of a saying or story. 

This approach at least allows for the possibility of gaining limited 
knowledge about the historical Jesus, while admitting the difficulty of 
the process. The basic premise of this book has been a more confident 
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version of Bornkamm’s philosophy. I believe that we can know a great 
deal about Jesus and his teachings, though I am willing to concede that 
what we read in the New Testament, especially the Gospels, is shaped 
by the opinions, experiences, and purposes of the writers. That’s why 
it’s so important to know the background against which the New 
Testament was written. 

To see how this approach applies to a specific text, let’s go back to 
the centurion at the cross, mentioned in chapter 3. The story raises some 
problems, but they can be resolved if we look at it in its context. 

In Matthew 27:54 and Mark 15:39, the centurion’s reaction to the 
crucifixion was “truly this was the Son of God” (kv) or “God's Son” 
(nRsv).’ At least, that’s the way it’s usually taken. But the Greek text 
doesn’t contain the article “the.” The nrsv and Rsv, in notes, concede 
that an equally valid translation would be “a son of God.” The early 
Christian writer Justin Martyr recognized the subtle difference which 
the articles in this sentence can make: “Now the San of God called 
Jesus, even if he was only a man born in the ordinary way, because of 
his wisdom deserves to be called a Son of God” (First Apology 22). In 
that age when the divine and human were believed to mingle much 
more easily than we can conceive (see chapter 5), such a statement 
probably meant no more than that this was an extraordinary person, a 
godly man, terms one might apply to Francis of Assisi, Luther, Gandhi, 
or a number of others. No doubt many believers later took his excla- 
mation as an unknowing testimony (cf. Acts 5:39). 

Another problem arises from the fact that Luke 23:47 records the 
centurion as saying, “Certainly this man was innocent.” The skeptic can 
point to that inconsistency and claim that we cannot trust the Gospel 
account. 

After this study, however, we can recognize that Luke's purpose dif- 
fers from Matthew’s and Mark’s. Both of those Gospels seem to have 
been written primarily for internal consumption, for readers who were 
already Christian. But Luke was writing in an effort to legitimize the 
church in the eyes of the Romans. If a no-nonsense person like a cen- 
turion, the backbone of the army and thus of the Empire, could see 
that Jesus was innocent of any offense against Rome, then surely it must 
be evident to everyone. To Luke, this was a nore important point than 
some vague declaration that Jesus was a godly person. To emphasize it, 
he had no compunctions about wording the centurion’s “confession” 
in a way that served his own purpose. Likewise, Luke has the Roman 
governor (prefect) Pilate clearly state three times that Jesus 1s innocent 
(23:4, 14, 22), rather than merely raising the question, “Why, what evil 
has he done?” (Matt. 27:23 and Mark 15:14). 

But for many Christians, admitting that the New Testament authors 
had such latitude opens the question of inspiration. It seems easiest to 
say that we have to believe everything in the New Testament because 
God inspired the writers to put those particular words on papyrus. But 
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then we have to face the hard question: Why did God inspire Matthew 
and Mark to attribute certain words to the centurion and yet put other 
words in Luke’s mind? At the risk of sounding irreverent, couldn’t God 
make up his mind what the centurion had said? That’s the sort of hos- 
tile question that critics of the New Testament will ask when they look 
at a passage like this, and we cannot ignore it if we expect to obey the 
biblical injunction to give a good account of our faith. 

If we have some understanding of the background of the New 
Testament, however, we can see that the writers were inspired to write 
for their particular audiences. This does not mean that they invented 
or falsified material. They used their God-given creativity to proclaim 
the gospel in terms intelligible to their readers. For Paul, as we’ve scen, 
that meant adapting terms in general use in his day, terms that appear 
in the mystery cults and the Stoic school of philosophy. He redefined 
those terms, though we cannot be sure that his readers always kept the 
distinctions clear. That makes it all the more important for us to know 
where the terms came from and what new meaning Paul was reading 
into them. 

For the evangelists, this kind of inspiration resulted in minor dif- 
ferences in the wording of their accounts, but not in the message. Look 
at Jesus’ teaching on divorce as an example. In Mark 10:11-12 he says, 
“Whoever divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery 
against her; and if she divorces her husband and marries another, she 
commits adultery.” That saying (dogion in academic jargon) does not 
specifically forbid divorce. It does forbid remarriage after divorce. 
That’s the way Paul understood it in 1 Corinthians 7:10-11]. Luke 16:18 
records it in a similar sense, but only mentions the man as responsible 
for divorcing and remarrying and committing adultery. Matthew, how- 
ever, adds an cxccption: “Anyone who divorces his wife, except on the 
ground of unchastity, causes her to commit adultery; and whoever mar- 
ries a divorced woman commits adultery” (5:32; cf. 19:9). 

Matthew’s wording is the peculiar one here. Mark and Luke reflect a 
Greco-Roman background. (Mark may have been written in Rome in the 
late A.b. 60s.) Paul is writing to an audience with that same world view. As 
we've seen, divorce was easy in Greco-Roman society and could be initi- 
ated by either party. This is reflected in Mark 10:11—-12. Remarriage was 
as common. as it is in our day. Mark, Luke, and Paul speak to readers 
from that background. But Matthew was written for a predominantly 
Jewish-Christian readership. In that tradition divorce was allowed in cases 
of the wife’s unchastity, but a woman was not supposed to initiate the 
process. Notice that Matthew’s version says nothing about a woman 
divorcing her husband. That possibility did not exist for his readers. 

Regardless of the exact terminology in which it’s couched, the 
essential message of this logion is that Jesus disapproved of divorce, in 
contrast to Jewish law and Greco-Roman customs. Yet he recognized 
that it would happen at times, human nature being what it is. But 
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divorce alone does not break the marriage bond, so remarriage ordi- 
narily constitutes adultery. Jesus does not require divorce after the 
spouse has been unfaithful, as Jewish law did then. Here the excepting 
clause (Matt. 5:32; 19:9) limits the guilt of the divorcing husband if the 
wife has already fractured the marriage by committing adultery, and 
after such a divorce, remarriage is assumed, though some are called to 
celibacy (Matt. 19:11-12; 1 Cor. 7:7, 11). 

That much is consistent in all the versions. This was a difficult point 
to get across in a society where marriage had no more sanctity than a 
business contract. It’s no surprise that the New Testament writers had 
to find various ways to get Jesus’ meaning across in words that their 
readers could grasp.” 

In approaching any passage in the New Testament, then, we need 
to be constantly asking ourselves, what is the substance of the passage 
and what form has it been cast in by the writer so that his readers could 
comprehend it? But we mustn't confuse those two elements. 

Christian thinkers through the ages have tried to express timeless 
truths (substance) in contemporary terms (form). Paul was able to talk 
to the people of his ume about a dying and rising Savior, and they 
understood perhaps partly because of similar language in the mystery 
cults. In the Middle Ages the Madonna and child became a helpful 
interpretation of who Christ was because people were frightened by the 
image of God as a stern, unforgiving judge. Who could be afraid of a 
baby in his mother’s arms? In the thirteenth century, Thomas Aquinas 
blended Aristotelian philosophy with Christian theology and God 
became the Unmoved Mover, the First Cause. In the Christian litera- 
ture of the late nineteenth century, God begins to sound like a suc- 
cessful American businessman or British imperialist, as in “Onward, 
Christian Soldiers.” In the 1970s Jesus became “Jesus Christ Superstar,” 
the hippie savior. All of those are culturally conditioned images 
designed to express a truth. None of these images zs the truth. 

The Christian who wants to see behind those images must not stop 
with this book. Don’t limit yourself by accepting things just because 
that is what you've always heard. Ask yourself why somebody said it in 
the first place. 

The story is told of a young man watching his new bride prepare a 
ham. She cut off each end of the ham before placing it in the pan to 
bake. “Why do you cut the ends off the ham?” her husband asked. 

“My mother always did it that way,” was her reply. 

“Why?” 

“I guess it lets the juices out, so you get. .. . [don’t know,” she final- 
ly admitted. 

Some months later they were at a family get-together. The subject 
of the ham came up, and the bride’s mother said that her mother had 
always cut the ends off. So they all went to ask grandmother why she 
prepared hams that way. 
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“When I got married,” grandmother explained, “T had only one 
pan to bake in. An ordinary-sized ham wouldn’t fit in it, so I cut the 
ends off. It just got to be a habit.” 

Some things are too important to be left to habit. We owe it to our- 
selves to understand our faith and grow in it at every opportunity. It is 
an ongoing task, and it is, for me, an essential part of what it means to 
lead a Christian life. Notice that when Jesus was asked, “Which com- 
mandment is the first of all?” he quoted Deuteronomy 6:5, but with an 
interesting addition, according to Mark 12:30: “You shall love the Lord 
your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your 
mind, and with all your strength.” The phrase “with all your mind” is 
not in Deuteronomy. I don’t think Jesus’ inclusion of it here is acci- 
dental (cf. Rom. I2:2). 

Where do you start? 

Getting our souls or spirits involved is relatively easy. That’s what 
we’ve been led to do for years in church. Giving of our strength—work- 
ing to serve or witness to others—also seems natural to most of us. It’s 
getting our minds involved that takes some effort. Some Christians, to 
judge from what people have told me, hesitate to begin to study the 
Bible seriously because they’re afraid they'll learn something that will 
make them doubt what they’ve always believed. Such people should 
take comfort from the fact that when the Dead Sea Scrolls were dis- 
covered, some scholars, Jewish as well as Christian, were reluctant to 
investigate them for fear that they would undermine the 
Judeo-Christian tradition (2.185:5). Instead, they have enhanced our 
understanding of the background of the New Testament. 

Do we really want to depend on a faith that cannot stand up to 
close examination? Isn’t it better to find the weak spots in a house’s 
foundation before we buy it? If they can be fixed, we fix them. If not, 
the house isn’t worth buying. Socrates said that the unexamined life 
isn’t worth living. Is the unexamined faith worth believing? 

If you’re going to examine the foundation of a house, you need 
to know something, even a little bit, about building. Or you need 
guidance from someone who can show you what to look for. If you’re 
going to examine the foundation of your faith, the New Testament, 
you need a guide. I hope this book has been an incentive for you in 
that direction. 

The items listed in the bibliography can direct you to the next step 
in your search for deeper understanding. Helpful articles on most of the 
subjects covered in this book can be found in the three-volume set 
Civilization of the Ancient Mediterranean: Greece and Rome, cdited by M. 
Grant and R. Kitzinger (New York: Scribners, 1988). Make a commit- 
ment to yourself, set a goal. Read two books a year about the Bible or 
about the world in which the Bible was written. Read one of the Gospels 
in its entirety. Try reading Mark in one sitting. The average reader can 
get through it in less than an hour, less time than it takes to watch a TV 
show. Isn’t it worth that much time to grow in your understanding of the 
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gospel? Keep a notebook handy and ask yourself questions or write 
down your reactions to what you read. 

It’s not an easy task, but the rewards are worth the effort. Keep in 
mind the advice of Proverbs 16:16: 


How much better to get wisdom than gold! 
To get understanding is to be chasen rather than silver. 


Notes 


l. See D. C. Sim. “The ‘Confession’ of the Soldiers in Matthew 27:54.” 
Heyj 34(1993}: 401-424. 


2. On this issue see G. R. Ewald, jesus and Divorce: A Biblical Guide for 
Ministry te Diverced Persons (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 1991). 
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Sources 


The ancient authors used most frequently in this study are discussed below in alpha- 
betical order. All of their works are available in relatively inexpensive paperback 
translations. For further background information and bibliographic resources, see 
the entry for any particular author in the Oxford Classical Dictionary (OCD) or the 
Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church (ODCC). Most of the works mentioned below 
can be found in the Loeb Classical Library (LCL), a collection of ancient texts with 
translations published in America by Harvard University Press. The works of the 
Christian writers can be found in the Ante-Nicene Fathers (ANF), an English translation 
of all the Christian writers active before the Council of Nicea in A.D. 325, 


Clement of Alexandria 


Apparently born in Athens ca. A.p. 150, but after his conversion he traveled 
extensively, listening to famous Christian teachers. He finally settled in 
Alexandria, where he became head of a school for Christian converts. He was 
forced to flee during a persecution of the church in 202 and did not return 
before his death in 215. He is the first Christian thinker to attempt a thorough 
synthesis of Greek and Christian points of view, trying to show that all earlier 
philosophical systems led up to Christianity. With his emphasis on knowledge 
and reason, he approaches Gnosticism at some points. His major surviving works 
are the Protrepticus (Exhortation to the Greeks) and the Stromata (Miscellaneous 
Writings). The Protrepticus is included in the LCL. The other works are included 
in the ANF. The Paedagogus (Instructor) reveals many of the customs of Clement’s 
day and guides Christians in living wisely, with good morals. 


Epictetus 


Ca. A.D. 55-135. Born in Hierapolis, in modern Turkey, he grew up as a slave 
in Rome. A kindly master allowed him to attend lectures by Musonius Rufus, 
whose Stoic teaching has points of contact with the New Testament (see chapter 
6). Once Epictetus had been freed, he became a teacher in his own right. In 89, 
when Domitian banished philosophers from Rome, Epictetus settled in northern 
Greece, where he taught and attracted a large following until his death. His lec- 
tures were collected by one of his students into eight books, the Discourses, four 
of which still survive. The same student compiled a summary of Epictetus’ teach- 
ing called the Enchiridion, or handbook. 

Epictetus emphasized the brotherhood of all persons and our inability to 
control things that happen to us. Our happiness must not depend on external 
factors, and we must be indifferent to swings of fortune. The only thing we can 
control is ourselves and our will. Unlike earlier Stoics, he tried to reach a large 
popular audience. N. P. White’s The Handbook of Epictetus (Indianapolis: Hackett, 
1983) contains an introductory essay and a translation for the non-specialist. 
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Eusebius 


Ca. a.p. 260-340. Author of the Historia Ecclesiastica, an account of 
the church from apostolic times to his own day. Unlike earlier classical 
historians, he did not attempt to rewrite material from his sources so 
that it would blend in with his own style of writing. He composed his 
history in more of a “scrapbook” style, inserting lengthy quotations 
from documents and earlier authors just as he found them. Thus he 
preserves much valuable material which would otherwise be lost. His 
interpretation of what he preserves is not always accurate, but this is “to 
be explained by his want of critical judgment and not by conscious per- 
version of the facts” (ODCC:481). Eusebius was imprisoned during a 
persecution of the church in 303, was later accused of heresy, but sur- 
vived it all to become bishop of Caesarea. The Ecclesiastical History is 
available in the LCL and in a Penguin paperback, 


Josephus 


Ca, A.D. 37-100, Possibly a Pharisee who took part in the Jewish 
rebellion against Rome in 66 but surrendered early in the war. His first 
work was the Jewish War, written to explain why the Jews had revolted 
and how Rome had been destined to win. His Antiquities of the Jews is a 
compendium of rabbinic lore and more or less historical data paral 
lelling the Old Testament and coming down to the outbreak of the war 
in 66. There is some overlap between portions of the War and the 
Antiquities, and Josephus sometimes contradicts himself; cf. S. Mason, 
“Will the Real Josephus Please Stand Up?” BAR 23, no. 5, (1997), 
58-68. He also wrote an autobiography (the Vita) and a defense of 
Judaism called Against Apion, in which he contradicts some of what he 
says in his other works about his own activities in the war. All of his 
works are in the LCL. The Jewish War is also available in a Penguin 
paperback. 


Justin Martyr 


Born in Samaria ca. A.D. 100. After studying various Greek philoso- 
phers, he converted to Christianity about 130. He taught in Ephesus, 
where he wrote his Dialogue with Trypho, a Jewish opponent of his, and 
then in Rome, where he wrote two Apologies or defenses of Christianity. 
He attempted to reconcile faith and reason, believing that all knowl- 
edge is from God. Non-Christian systems of thought contain bits and 
pieces of the truth which was ultimately revealed in Christianity. Thus 
other schools of thought are not entirely invalid and are not to be dis- 
carded. He was martyred ca. 165. 


Juvenal 


Early in the second century a.D., the satirist Juvenal turned his 
barbed wit loose on his contemporaries. Rome is so decadent, he says, 
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that it’s difficult nof to write satire (Sat. 1.30). All sixteen of his satires are 
devastating pictures of his society, but the second (against homosexuals) 
and the sixth (against “liberated” women) are the most scathing. 

In Satire 3, Juvenal shows that Rome’s moral corruption extended 
to all areas, not just to sexual behavior. A friend of his is leaving Rome 
because he cannot compete with people who cheat on contracts, lie 
and flatter their way into rich people’s confidence, take bribes, and 
secure government jobs which require little and pay a lot (3.30-40). 
Juvenal does not pretend to have answers to Rome’s problems. His 
satire is “a protest rather than a remedy” (OCD-572). 

Virtually unread in his own lifetime, he was rediscovered in the late 
fourth century and has enjoyed a steady popularity since then. Samuel 
Johnson imitated several of his satires, turning them against London 
instead of Rome. There are several paperback translations of his 
satires, some of which omit the second and sixth; the most readily avail- 
able (and complete) is probably the Penguin. 


Martial 


We might think Juvenal overly pessimistic about Roman morality if 
we did not also have the work of his older contemporary, Martial, who 
was Rome’s favorite writer from A.D. 80-95. Prostitutes, homosexuals, 
lecherous old men (and women), and drunkards populate his pages. 
Pliny found the poems “remarkable for their combination of sincerity 
with pungency and wit” (Ep. 3.21). Though Martial is acclaimed for 
having perfected the epigram as a literary form, fully a third of his 
poems were deemed unsuitable for translation into English until mod- 
ern standards changed in the late 1960s. 

Martial claims at one point that his own life is pure (1.4), but in 
other poems he describes how he consorts with prostitutes (2.31; 6.23; 
9.67) and how his wife caught him in bed with a young boy (11.43; 
11.104). It’s difficult to know where the poetic persona ends and where 
Martial is writing autobiographically. Was he married once or three 
times? Or was his wife a literary fiction? The only English translation of 
his complete epigrams is in the LCL (1970). Several paperback edi- 
tions can supply excerpts. 


Ovid 

Nowhere is the Roman attitude toward morality shown more graph- 
ically than in the work of the poet Ovid, who died in a.p. 17. His Art of 
Love is history’s first handbook on “how to pick up girls.” He tells the 
ardent young men of Rome the best places to meet the opposite sex; 
one surprising place he mentions is the Jewish synagogue (1.75). 
Above all, he advises, “be a confident soul, and spread your nets with 
assurance. Women can always be caught; that’s the first rule of the 
game” (1.270). 
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Ovid makes no secret of his numerous affairs. He boasts of his “ras- 
cally ways” (Amores 2.1). “There’s not a sweetheart in town I'd be reluc- 
tant to love” (Amores 2.4). Later in life he tried to claim, like Martial, 
that his life was purer than his page. Admittedly, some of this may just 
be a pose he strikes for his audience, but we saw enough about Roman 
morals in chapter 8 to believe that what he relates are experiences typ- 
ical of his circle. His readers would not have found his poetry enter- 
taining if it did not reflect reality to some degree. Even in his mytho- 
logical Metamorphoses most of the stories center around love and sex. 

Born in Sulmona, a lovely mountain town east of Rome, and edu- 
cated to be a lawyer, Ovid found amorous poetry more to his taste. 
Though popular in aristocratic circles, he was banished to what is now 
Romania for “a poem and a mistake” at the same time the emperor 
Augustus exiled his own daughter and granddaughter, both named 
Julia. The two women had apparently been extremely promiscuous, 
making a mockery of Augustus himself and his efforts to restore fami- 
ly life m Rome. Ovid, many scholars think, was either one of their 
lovers or knew what was going on. In his works from exile, the Trstia 
and the Letters from Pontus, he claims that his error was something he 
knew, not something he did. In any case, his gaily immoral poetry 
seemed to Augustus to encourage activities of which he disapproved. 
Ovid (and the two Julias) died in exile. Ovid’s amorous poetry is most 
readily accessible in The Art of Love, published by Indiana University 
Press. The Metamorphoses is available in a Penguin paperback. 


Petronius 


There is at least a redeeming wit in Ovid's poetry which lifts it 
above the level of soft-core pornography. Petronius’ Safyncon, written 
about A.D. 65, can boast of no such quality. (Until recently it was kept 
in the locked shelves or back rooms of many libraries.) The story, 
which survives only in fragmentary form, centers around two homo- 
sexuals who travel around southern Italy with their slave/lover, falling 
into and barely escaping from one comic situation after another. 

The most difficult question associated with Petronius is whether he 
is to be identified with Nero’s adviser of the same name. If he is, the 
work was probably written to criticize the manners of Nero’s court. The 
grossly selfindulgent Trimalchio, who has the wealth of an emperor 
but behaves like a former slave (which he is), is almost certainly a par- 
ody of Nero himself. Suetonius and Tacitus provide ample evidence of 
Nero’s excesses. Some of his interests are suspiciously close to 
Trimalchio’s. The rhetorician Agamemnon, spouting platitudes and 
shallow philosophy, is probably a caricature of Nero’s tutor and advis- 
er, the philosopher Seneca, whose father was a teacher of rhetoric. 

The Satyricon was not well received. It is hardly referred to at all by 
other ancient writers and survives only in fragments of Iate manu- 
scripts. If Nero’s adviser was the author, we have a description, in 
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Tacitus (Ann. 16.17-20), of his suicide on Nero’s orders, which made a 
mockery of most of the rituals associated with that form of death. The 
Penguin edition of this work is the best now available for the general 
reader. 


Philo of Alexandria 


Ca. 20 B.c.—-A.D. 50. Little is known about the life of Philo beyond 
the fact that he was part of a delegation of Alexandrian Jews in a.p. 39 
who tried to get Caligula to recognize the political rights which had 
always been extended to them. His work focuses on the interpretation 
of Scripture from the standpoint of Hellenistic philosophy. He bor- 
rowed points of doctrine from various philosophical schools and from 
Jewish writers “without welding them into an harmonious whole” 
(ODCC1083). Like the Greeks, he also tried to maintain the Jewish 
idea of God’s concern for the world as a whole and for each individual; 
cf. D. Winston, “Judaism and Hellenism: Hidden Tensions in Philo’s 
Thought,” StPhilon 2(1990): 1-19. 

Ignored in his lifetime, he came to have enormous influence on 
later Christian writers, particularly Clement of Alexandria, and 
through him, on Ambrose and other later thinkers. His use of allegory 
as a tool to interpret the Scriptures became a standard technique in the 
Middle Ages. His complete works occupy ten volumes in the LCL. 


Pliny the Younger 


Ca. A.D. 61-112. Nephew and adopted son of the elder Pliny, a gov- 
ernment official and natural scientist. He declined his uncle’s invita- 
tion to accompany him on an inspection of the eruption of Vesuvius in 
August of 79, during which the elder Pliny was overcome by fumes and 
died. The younger Pliny later became a politician and orator of note 
and was appointed governor of Bithynia in 112. We do not know if he 
ever returned to Rome. None of his letters can be dated later than that 
year, 

His letters portray Roman high society of the late first century with 
a keen but self-satisfied eye. Most of his friends are provincials who 
have come to Rome but always look back happily to their roots. Some 
of the letters describe his country estates or his dealings with his home 
town, Comum. We often hear of his unhappiness with life in the capi- 
tal. He urges others to retire to the country and devote themselves to 
literature, but he himself felt an obligation to public service, perhaps 
instilled in him by his uncle. A number of his letters discuss court cases 
or senate proceedings. His only other surviving work, a speech called 
the Panegyricus, demonstrates the lengths to which the aristocracy of 
the time had to go in order to flatter the emperor. The letters and the 
Panegyricus, in B. Radice’s translation, are in the LCL. Her translation 
of the letters is also published by Penguin. 
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Plutarch 


Ca. A.D. 50-120. He lived his entire life in the small town of 
Chaeronea, in Greece, although he did travel extensively, teaching 
Platonist philosophy and writing on a variety of subjects. He is best 
known for his biographies of famous Greeks and Romans, whom he 
paired (e. g., Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar) and compared. His 
purpose was to draw moralistic lessons from the way these great men had 
lived their lives. He also composed numerous treatises on philosophical 
and moral topics, which often provide insight into the life of the times 
through the analogies he uses and the off-hand comments he makes. His 
complete works are available in the LCL; various of the lives and moral 
essays have been published in Penguin translations, e. g., Moral Essays, 
trans. by R. Warner (Hammondsworth, UK: Penguin, 1971). 


Seneca 


Ca. 4 B.c.-s.D. 65. From Spain, son of a famous rhetorician and 
teacher. Little is known for certain of his life before ca. A.p. 41. He was 
a highly respected writer and orator by 37 but offended the emperor 
Caligula in some way—the charge was committing adultery with one of 
Caligula’s sisters—and was forced into exile, where he remained until 
49. He was recalled due to the influence of another of Caligula’s sister, 
Agrippina the Younger, wife of the emperor Claudius and mother of 
Nero. Seneca served as Nero’s tutor and adviser during the first five 
years of his reign. After Nero murdered Agrippina in 59 Seneca’s influ- 
ence over the emperor lessened. He “retired” in 62 and spent several 
years writing philosophical treatises, He was forced to commit suicide 
in 65 on a charge of conspiring to assassinate Nero. 

Seneca’s reputation as a Stoic philosopher rests on his numerous 
Moral Epistlesand Moral Essays, on a wide range of topics. In addition he 
wrote nine plays, tragedies modeled on those of the great Greek play- 
wrights. They were probably not staged but may have been performed 
as dramatic readings. They exercised considerable influence on 
Shakespeare. A tenth play, the Octavia, is sometimes attributed to him. 
Also probably by him is the Apocolocyntosis, a wicked satire on the deifi- 
cation of the emperor Claudius. His complete works are available in 
the LCL, A representative sample of his writings can be found in paper- 
back in M. Hadas, The Stoic Philosophy of Seneca: Essays and Letters, New 
York: Norton, 1958. 


Suetonius 


Ca. a.p. 69-135. A friend of Pliny the Younger and secretary to the 
emperor Hadrian, Author of several biographical works, including 
the Lives of the Caesars, covering the emperors down to the end of the 
first century. He had access to the imperial archives and quotes letters 
and other documents from them. His simple, direct style made him 
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popular and a model for later biographers. His work contains a num- 
ber of salacious stories, leaving the impression that the emperors were 
too busy with their bedroom shenanigans to govern the Empire. 
Scholars question whether Suetonius gives an entirely accurate picture 
of life in the palace. The Penguin edition of the Lives is the most read- 
ily accessible. It was translated by Robert Graves, whose novels J, 
Claudius and Claudius the God are based on Suetonius. 


Tacitus 


Early second century a.b. Friend of Pliny and Suetonius and author 
of two historical works, the Annals and the Histories, which tagether cov- 
ered the period from the death of the emperor Augustus through the 
reign of Domitian (A.v. 14-96). Unfortunately, only portions of his 
books survive. The account breaks off just as he is beginning to tell 
about the fall of Jerusalem in 70. He also wrote several minor works on 
topics such as the decline of oratory, the life of his father-in-law, and 
the Germans. 

Because he was bitterly opposed to the imperial system, Tacitus’ 
style is ironic, sometimes almost satiric. The incidents which he records 
may have been selected to put the emperors in the worst possible light, 
but modern critics have been unable to find any point at which he 
deliberately misrepresents anything. Both the Annals and the Histones 
are available in Penguin paperbacks. 


Tertullian 


Ca. A.D. 160-222. A lawyer from Carthage, in north Africa, who was 
converted to Christianity in his early middle age. His Apology made the 
case for the toleration of Christianity, contrasting it to the immorality 
and superstition of pagan cults and arguing that Christians were no 
danger to the state. In later life he turned to theological themes. A 
puritanical strain in his personality led him into the ascetic and escha- 
tological Montanist sect, which was eventually deemed heretical. 
Because of the influence of his early works, however, the Catholic 
Church reckons him the Father of Latin Theology. His Apology is 
included in the LCL. His other works can be found in the ANF 
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GENEALOGIES 
THE JULIO-CLAUDIAN EMPERORS 


Cornelia = Julius Caesar (1) Julia = Pompey the Great 
(100—44 B.c.) (106-48 .c) 


Octavius = Atia 


Tib. Claudius = Livia = 3d m. AUGUSTUS 2d m. = Scribonia (1) Octavia = Marc 
(27 B.c-a.v. 14) Antony 


SK | (1) Antonia 


(1) Vipsania = 1st m. TIBERIUS 2d m. = 3d m. (2) Julia Ist m. = Marcellus 
“ee (a.p. 14-37) 1 


~s, (2) Julia 2d mf. = Agrippa 


“a) Vipsania Lucius Agrippa 


Drusus = (1) Antonia 


(2) Germanicus = Agrippina the Elder 


CALIGULA 
(A.D, 37-41) 


Livila Drusilla 


Messalina Ist m. = 3d m. CLAUDIUS 4th m, = 3d m. Agrippina the Younger 1st m. = L. Domitius 
(A.D. 41-54) 


Britannicus (2) Octavia = NERO 
(A.D. 54-68) 


Julius Caesar was great-uncle and adoptive father to Augustus Caesar, the first 
Roman emperor, who in turn was the adoptive father of Tiberius. Vipsania was 
the daughter of M. Vipsanius Agrippa, Augustus’ general and (2) Julia’s second 
husband. Agrippina the Younger’s third marriage was to her uncle CLAUDIUS, 
his fourth. Claudius adopted Nero as his heir. 
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The Family of Herod 
Herod the Great (Matt. 2), King of Judea 37~4 B.c., married = 


Mariamne Cleopatra 
(daughter of of 
Hyrcanus) Jerusalem 
Philip 
tetrarch of 
Cypros Trachonitis 
4 B.c.—A.D. 34, 
m. = Salome (4), 
Alexander daughter 
of Herodias (3) 
(Luke 3:1; 


Aristobulus Matt 14:6) 


Salampsio m. ee 
= Phasael (her cousin) ~*s., 


Malthace Mariamne 6 
the (daughter of other 
Samaritan Simon) wives 


Archelaus 
ruler 

of Judea 

4 B.G.—-A.D, 6 
(Matt. 2:22) 


Herod Antipas 
tetrarch of 
Galilee 

4 8.c—A.D. 39, 

m. = Herodias (3) 
(Luke 13:31; 
23:61 2; 

Mark 6) 


Antipater Civineas 

Alexander vee 

Herod 

Alexandra (1) Aristobulus m. = Bernice (his cousin) 

(3) Herodias m. = Herod Philip, 

then m, = 
Herod Antipas 
{see above) 

Cypros m. = Herod Agrippa I, King of Judea (Mark 6:17) 

A.D. 41-44 (Acts 12) 
Agrippa IT (Acts 25:13) 
(Acts 25:13, Bernice m. = Herod II of Chalcis 
23; 26:30) 


Mariamne 


Drusilla m. = Felix (Acts 24:24) 


Note: Names in italics appear in the Bible. Not all of Herod's family is chart- 
ed above. The duplication of names causes confusion among ancient sources. 
Multiple marriages and intermarriage between cousins and aunts/uncles 
with nephews/nieces also make it difficult to identify some indivduals. 
Josephus (Anz. 18.128) says that within a century of his death, “all but a few 
of Herod’s issue, and there were many, had perished.” Few died a natural 
death. 


(2) Aristobulus m. = Salome (4) 
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140, 142, 147, 149, 170, 172, 
191, 222-24, 231, 242, 269 
Golden House, 65, 67 
Golden rule, 36 
Good Samaritan, 164 
Gospel, 6, 12, 19-20, 29, 32, 34, 37, 
42-44, 72, 80, 82, 123, 144-47, 
176, 189, 204, 208, 237, 260, 
284-85 
synoptic, 80, 144, 204 
Government, 10, 12, 36, 57-62, 67- 
70, 78, 91-92, 96, 98, 102, 
104-05, 108, 112, 116, 167, 174, 
185, 188, 190-91, 199, 229, 242, 
245, 269, 271, 273 


Governor, 8, 66, 68-69, 71, 73-74, 
76-79, 84, 91, 95, 97-99, 101, 
105, 108, 116, 126, 261, 274, 285 

governorship, 69, 78-79, 265 

Gracchus brothers, 196 

Graffiti, 237 

Grain, 135, 190, 199, 276 

Great Mother, 138-39 

Greek (language), 11-12, 20-21, 
25~29, 58-59, 79, 100, 203, 211, 
229, 285 

Groom. See Bridegroom 

Grooming, 244, 246 

Guest, 199-200, 202-03, 224, 274 

Guild, 93, 274 

Gymnasion, 226 

Gymnasium, 23, 28 

Gynecological, 76 
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Hades, 135 
Hadrian, 244, 248, 296 
Hagar, 72 
Hair, 176, 193, 203, 237, 245-47 
hairdresser, 246 
hairpiece, 246 
hairstyle, 210, 246 
Halakah, 30 
Handkerchief, 131 
Hanukkah, 36 
Happiness, 172-73, 175, 291 
Harmony, 171, 175, 195 
Hasidim, 36 
Heal, 129, 131, 176, 208 
healing, 129, 269 
Hebrew, 20-21, 25-26, 30, 34, 74, 
130, 161, 211 
Hecate, 130 
Heir, 61, 68, 97, 108, 229 
Hellenism, 27 
Hellenist, 29 
Hellenistic, 20, 22, 26, 28-29, 44, 
58, 125, 131, 146-47, 161, 167, 
170, 175, 177, 211, 259, 295 
Hellenization, 27, 205, 207 
Hellenize, 43, 123, 284 
Hera, 63, 112 
Herculaneum, 207-08, 225, 245 
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Heresy, 23, 124, 146, 151, 177, 292 
heretic(al), 19, 34, 44, 297 
Hermes, 112, 126, 224 
Herod Agrippa II, 38, 77, 177, 266. 
See also Agrippa II 
Herod Antipas , 28, 37-38, 72 
Herod the Great, 27, 30, 35, 37, 42, 
60, 65, 67, 71-72, 79, 84, 106, 
265-66 
Herodian, 20, 37-38, 43, 72 
Highway, 98, 257, 271 
Hillel, 36 
Himation, 209-10 
Holiday, 126, 198, 261 
Holy Spirit, 76 
Home, 21, 74, 137, 141, 206-07, 
209, 227, 231, 239, 241, 243, 245 
Homosexual, 11, 243—44, 293-94 
homosexuality, 11, 228, 243 
Horoscope, 133 
Host, 199-200, 202, 204, 224 
Hour, 100, 198, 258, 260-61. See also 
Day; Daylight 
House, 9-10, 97, 194-95, 202-03, 
238, 288 
household, 240 
housing, 193, 205-06 
Humanistic, 76 
Husband, 61, 111, 193, 195-97, 
201-02, 222, 229-32, 235, 238, 
286 
Hybris, 127 
Hygiene, 244 
Hymn, 12, 102, 135 
Hypocrite, 173 
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Ichthus, 130 

Idea, 123, 161-62, 166, 169, 174-75, 
189 

Ideal, 172, 224 

Ides, 259 

Idumaea, 70-71 

Idumaean, 72 

Itlness, 63, 110, 192-93, 232-33 

Image, 30, 63, 73, 94, 101, 105, 124, 
126, 169, 209, 267, 287 

Immoral, 224, 244 


immorality, 224, 297 
Immortal, 131, 164, 171 
immortality, 40, 127, 140, 166, 232 
Imperator, 60, 64, 66 
Imperial, 27, 64, 68, 97, 100, 102, 
105, 107, 133, 190, 192, 196, 
240, 244-45, 268, 297 
Imprison, 8, 146-48, 292 
imprisonment, 7-9, 11, 108 
Incarnation, 44, 63 
Incense, 94 
Incest, 63-64, 224 
India, 176, 269 
Infant, 147, 229, 240-42, 266 
infanticide, 240, 242 
Infection, 248 
Infidelity, 233, 235 
Infinite, 124, 163 
Informer, 94, 104-05 
Inherit, 196, 223, 229, 241 
inheritance, 107, 190 
Initiation, 22, 134, 136, 138, 143 
initiate, 135-37, 139, 141-42, 144, 
164 
Inn, 273 
innkeeper, 274 
Inquisitio, 99 
Inscription, 23-24, 28, 30, 74-75, 
78, 81, 84, 189, 231-32, 235, 266 
Insight, 145 
Inspiration, 166, 285-86 
Intercalary, 262. See also Calendar 
Interpreter, 29, 33-34, 100, 115, 133 
Ishmael, 72 
Ishtar, 138 
Isis, 75, 92, 139 
Israel, 21, 27, 32, 34, 41-42 
Itinerant, 170, 208 
Tus gentium, 115 
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Jailer, 81 

Jairus, 208 

Jamnia, 37. See also Yavneh 

Jeremiah, 21 

Jerusalem, 21, 23-24, 29-31, 38-41, 
44, 60, 70-73, 77, 97, 177, 244, 
261, 265, 267, 269, 297 
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Jesus, 11-12, 14, 19, 28-30, 32-33, 
35-41, 42-45, 57, 62, 66-68, 
70-71, 76-78, 81, 84, 91, 97-98, 
100-02, 105, 123, 131, 133, 142, 
144, 146-48, 163-64, 176, 191, 
199, 202-03, 207-08, 225, 
231-32, 243-44, 263-67, 
269-70, 275, 284-87 

Jew(s), 14, 19-32, 37-38, 60, 65-68, 
72-73, 91-92, 102-03, 106, 113, 


115-117, 123, 130, 183, 137, 146, 
161, 191, 203-204, 209, 211, 242, 


244, 246, 257, 265-66, 276 
John (apostle), 10-11, 204, 260 
John the Baptist, 37, 39 
Jonathan, 11 
Jordan River, 72 


Joseph (father of Jesus), 68, 72, 133, 


208, 230, 232, 269-70, 272-73, 
274 
Journey, 70, 113, 133, 172, 257, 269 
Judaism, 19-24, 28-35, 39, 45, 62, 
66-68, 80, 93, 146, 149, 261, 284, 
292 
Judas (Iscariot), 39, 105, 204 
Judas of Gamala, 38 
Judas the Galilean, 78, 264 
Judea, 10, 25-26, 33, 37-39, 60, 
67-68, 70-73, 77-79, 84, 106, 
207, 209, 246, 265, 270 
Judean, 26, 28, 30, 72, 248, 260 
Julia (daughter of Augustus), 9, 61, 
239, 294 
Juno, 126, 227 
Jupiter, 126, 227, 266 
Justice, 99, 165, 171, 191, 225 
jury, 96, 100, 192 
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Kalends, 259 

Kidnap, 96 

King, 10, 26, 42, 59-60, 68, 70, 72, 77, 


79, 91, 128, 137, 147, 222, 263, 265 


kingdom, 9, 42, 58, 70-72, 144, 
147, 267 
Knowledge, 134, 142, 144-47, 149, 
162, 166, 239, 291-92 
Koiné, 100 
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LXX, 25-26. See also Septuagint 
Labor, 8, 189, 192, 242 
laborer, 189, 260 
Land, 189, 205, 270, 276 
Last Supper, 11, 203 
Latin (language), 12, 29, 59, 100, 
128, 145, 171, 211, 223 
Latrine, 104, 206, 213 
Law, 8, 30-36, 38, 42, 75, 93, 95, 98, 
102, 104, 106-07, 172, 221, 223, 
236, 240 
Lawgiver, 162, 222 
Lawyer, 100, 198, 294, 297 
Leap year, 262 
Leather-tanner, 206, 213 
Legal, 91, 93, 98, 106-07, 115-16, 
192, 194-96 
legalism, 42 
Legate, 69 
Legion, 66 
legionary standards, 30 
Legislation, 114, 222-23, 229 
Leonardo da Vinci, 11, 13 
Lesbianism, 228 
Letter, 8, 24, 26, 45, 73, 75, 93, 97- 
98, 101-03, 105, 109, 113-14, 
117, 147, 166, 169, 171, 174, 
194, 240, 242, 274, 295, 297 
Leucippus, 163, 170 
Libel, 108 
Light, 40, 146 
Litter, 9, 275 
Livia, 61, 64, 196 
Living room, 207 
Lodging, 274, 277 
Logic, 163, 166-67, 173 
Logos, 174, 177 
Loin-cloth, 21] 
Longinus, 80 
Lord’s Prayer, 130 
Lord’s Supper, 104 
Love, 165, 169, 171, 174, 195, 197, 
201, 225, 228, 232, 288, 294 
lover, 169, 243-44, 294 
Lunar, 262 
Lunch, 197-99 
Lyceum, 167 
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Maccabees, 36, 70 
Maccabean, 26, 36, 39, 41, 58, 70, 
259 
Macedonia, 276 
Madness, 137, 275 
Madonna, 287 
Magi, 81-82, 124, 141, 270 
Magic, 125, 129-30, 235 
magician, 131 
Magistrate, 58, 60-61, 68, 79, 98-101, 
104-106, 115, 172, 187-88, 261, 263 
Makeup, 244, 248 
Mandaeans, 149 
Manichean, 149 
Manichees, 149 
Manicure, 246 
Mansion, 205 
Map, 266, 272-73 
mapping, 272 
Marc Antony. See Antony (Marc) 
Marcellus, 61 
Marcion, 147-48 
M. Antonius Felix. See Felix 
M. Claudius Felix. See Felix 
M. Julius Agrippa, 84 
Marius, 59 
Marketplace, 43, 188-89 
Marriage, 61, 64, 72, 107, 190, 228, 
230-33, 235, 238, 248, 287 
married, 33, 64, 225, 229, 232, 
234, 239, 244 
marry, 33, 187, 192, 195, 286 
Martyr, 80, 292 
martyrdom, 109, 113 
Mary, 68, 81, 133, 138-39, 207, 230- 
31, 269-70, 272-74 
Mary Magdalene, 237 
Masada, 27, 67, 244 
Master, 74, 106, 165, 167, 173, 188, 
192-94, 203 
Mathematics, 166, 176 
mathematician, 14, 161 
Matter, 146, 148, 163, 173 
Meal, 27, 137, 140, 142, 199-200, 
203-05, 273 
Measurement, 267-68 


measurer, 268 
Meat, 200 
Medical, 193 
Meditation, 12 
Melchior, 82 
Mercury, 224 
Mesopotamian, 14] 
Messalina, 64, 109 
Messiah, 19, 36, 38-39, 41-492 
messianic, 20, 42, 44, 72 
Metaphysical, 146, 178 
metaphysics, 167, 176 
Meteorite, 138, 150 
Middle Academy, 166 
Middle class, 66, 186, 190 
Midnight, 103, 140, 259, 261 
Midrash, 211 
Midwife, 76, 241 
Mile, 268-69 
milestone, 268, 272 
Miletus, 161 
Milia passus, 268 
Military service, 114 
Millennial, 42 
Mine, 10, 108 
Minerva, 126 
Minotaur, 109 
Minute, 259 
Migva’ot, 22 
Miracle, 129 
miraculous, 176, 209 
Mirror, 244 
Miscarriage, 241, 249 
Mishnah, 30-31, 36, 211 
Missionary, 32, 81, 133 
missionaries, 22, 170, 177 
Mistress, 59, 66, 201, 232, 235, 242, 
246 
Mithra, 140-41, 143 
Mithraic, 130, 141 
Mithraism, 146 
Mob, 97, 116 
Money, 96, 104, 107, 112, 171-73, 
187, 189, 190-93, 198, 212, 228, 
233, 261, 275 
Monotheism, 23, 147, 164 
Month, 97, 125, 136, 141, 259, 261— 
62, 264 
Moon, 133, 164, 257, 262 
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Moral, 124, 146, 227, 235, 237, 242, 
244, 293, 296 
morality, 171, 221-24, 226, 233, 
248, 293 
Morning. See Day 
Mosaic, 36, 45, 116, 209, 226 
Moses, 23, 26, 30, 33, 35, 42, 115, 
131, 162-63, 222, 233 
Mother, 23, 65, 71, 76-77, 81, 138, 
196, 207, 209, 231, 233, 239, 
241, 273-74, 287 
Motion, 163, 169 
Murder, 65, 67, 72, 77, 108, 138, 
224, 242-43 
Musaeus, 23, 162 
Music, 166, 195 
musician, 137, 239 
Musterion, 134-35, 144 
Mystery, 123, 129, 144-45 
cult, 134-35, 137, 139-44, 164, 74, 
177, 286-87 
mysteries, 135, 143, 145 
Mystic, 36, 131 
mystical, 81, 145 
mysticism, 166 
Myth, 104, 124, 127, 136, 147-48, 
161, 294 
mythological, 109, 112, 294 


mythology, 26 
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Nag Hammadi, 148 

Naomi, 11, 231 

Naples, 62, 276-77 

Nativity, 81-82, 142 

Nazareth, 28, 68, 274 

Neighbor, 103-04, 164-65, 224-25, 
236, 240 

Neoplatonism, 167, 175 

Neopythagorean. See Pythagoras 

Neptune, 63 

Nero, 45, 61, 64-68, 76-77, 106, 108, 
240, 244, 262-63, 271, 294-95 

New Academy, 166 

New Age, 149, 176 

Night. See Day; Daylight 

Nile River, 21, 164 

Noah, 45, 116 

Nobiles, 187 


Nobility, 189-90 

Noble, 192, 242 

Nones, 259 

Noon, 198, 260-61, 272 

Nova, 266 

Novatus, Lucius Annaeus, 75. See 
also Gallio, L. Junius 

Nudity, 23, 226 

Nymph, 134 


Oo 
Oath, 79, 94, 102-03, 135, 139. See 
also Vow 

Octavian, 59-60, 71, 223, 239 

Odysseus, 127 

Offering, 94, 126-27 

Ointment, 233, 244, 247 

Olympia, 267 

Olympic games, 269 

Olympus, 124 
Olympian, 125-27, 164 

Omen, 129, 276 

Ophites, 146 

Oracle, 45, 70, 132-33 

Orator, 235, 295-96 
oratory, 297 

Order, 187 

Ordo, 97-98 

Orgy, 76, 137, 200, 233 

Orphan, 191 

Orpheus, 137, 142 

Osiris, 139 

Ostia, 140, 272 

Otho, 66 
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Paint, 13 

painter, 161 

painting, 12, 124, 176, 226, 246 
Palestine, 20, 26-27, 29, 32, 41-42, 

58, 197, 207, 209 

Palestinian, 21-23, 31, 34-35 
Pallas, 77 
Pallia, 201, 210 
Pan, 134 
Papias, 43 
Papyrus/i, 23, 99, 199, 235, 240, 285 
Parable, 29, 43, 144, 260 
Parchment, 274 
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Parent, 106-07, 243 
Park, 205 
Parmenides, 163 
Parthenon, 138 
Parthian, 71, 109 
Party, 32, 37-39, 199, 202, 230 
Passover, 11, 45, 205 
Patrician, 186-87 
Patron, 191-194, 198, 200 
Patron-client, 192 
Paulinist, 148 
Pedicure, 246 
Penal system, 76, 208, 261, 244 
Pentecost, 208, 261 
Perfume, 244 
Pergamum, 58, 97 
Pericope, 6, 43 
Peripatetic, 178 
Persecution, 44, 66-67, 91-92, 102, 
113, 116, 291-92 
persecute, 44, 101, 137 
Persephone, 135-36, 140 
Persian, 128, 140, 246 
Pet, 241 
Peter, 68, 204, 207, 209, 261. See also 
Simon Peter 
Pharisee, 20, 32-36, 38-39, 43, 115, 
199, 203, 208, 292 
pharisaic, 28, 32, 36-37 
Philanthropy, 165, 191 
Philip (son of Herod), 37, 72 
Philip (apostle), 1, 29 
Philippi, 9 
Philippian, 81 
Philosophy, 38, 75-76, 115, 125, 127, 
145-46, 149, 161-62, 164-65, 
170-73, 175, 193, 229, 286, 294-96 
philosopher, 23, 65, 75, 92, 116, 
124, 131, 161-63, 165, 167, 170, 
173-74, 176-77, 291, 296 
philosopher-king, 166 
philosophical, 37, 45, 101, 123, 
147-149, 162, 165-67, 174, 177, 
239, 296 
philosophizing, 162 
Phoebe, 274 
Phrygia, 136 
Physician, 76 
Physics, 163, 173 


Picture, 12, 82, 237 
Pilate, 29-30, 37-38, 44, 57, 65, 67— 
68, 73, 91, 97, 100-01 
Planet, 261 
Plants, 167 
Platonic, 146, 175, 176 
Platonism, 166 
Platonist, 171, 178, 296 
Pleasure, 125, 169, 171, 245 
Plebeian, 186-87 
Pluto, 135, 137 
Poetry, 10, 195, 225 
poem, 137, 171, 177, 185, 187, 192, 
199, 201, 235, 249, 244, 262, 293 
poet, 10, 23, 76, 124, 137, 162, 
171, 194, 201, 203, 225, 245, 
262, 273-74 
poctess, 243 
Poison, 61, 64-65, 111 
Police, 104, 205, 271 
Politics, 66, 91, 223 
political, 37-38, 44, 57, 65, 83, 94, 
97, 103, 105, 117, 127-28, 167, 
170, 173, 193, 195, 221-22, 225, 
229, 234, 241 
Polytheist, 73 
Pompeii, 67, 111, 130, 139, 207-08, 
225, 24445 
Pompey, 59, 70 
Poor, 103, 165, 186, 190-91, 199, 
205-06, 208, 240, 242 
Poppaea Sabina, 66 
Portent, 133 
Portico, 178, 209 
Poseidon, 224 
Poverty, 172, 191 
Powder, 247 
Praetor, 69, 106 
Praetor peregrinus, 115 
Praetorian Guard, 62-63, 236 
Pray, 10, 127, 209 
prayer, 12, 124, 139, 261 
Preach, 42, 44, 77, 101, 261 
preacher, 208 
preaching, 33, 39, 177, 189, 284 
Prefect, 38, 68, 72-73, 84, 285 
Pre-Socratic, 163 
Priest, 20, 26-27, 31, 33, 44, 70, 92, 
126, 141, 227, 259, 262 
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priestess, 132, 227 
Princeps, 60 
Principate, 61, 69, 128 
Priscilla, 65, 68, 206, 278 
Prison, 7-8, 137, 146, 148, 209, 261 
prisoner, 8 
Proconsul, 44, 60, 68, 74-75, 98, 
248 
Procurator, 65, 69, 84 
Property, 63-64, 96, 104, 107, 108, 
188, 193, 195-96, 222-23, 
229-31, 235-36, 241-42 
Prophet, 2, 19, 35, 74 
prophetess, 133 
prophetic, 166 
Proselyte, 36 
proselytize, 24 
Proserpina, 135. See also Persephone 
Prostitute, 168, 236-38, 293 
prostitution, 228, 236 
Providence, 171 
Province, 8, 59, 63, 66, 68-69, 71-72, 
78, 83, 93, 95-96, 99, 102-03, 
106, 114, 116, 128, 186, 188, 
198, 206, 212, 248, 261, 265 
provincial, 8, 76, 79, 95-97, 
100-01, 107, 110, 261, 274, 295 
Psyche, 127 
Ptolemy, 58 
Ptolemy I, 25 
Puberty, 231 
Publicani, 69-70 
Punish, 9, 99, 188, 193, 248 
punishment, 8-10, 45, 65, 93-94, 
101, 108-09, 114, 135, 170, 227, 
238, 242 
Purple, 187, 211-12 
Pythagoras, 163, 175-76, 272 
Neopythagorean, 166, 176 
Pythagorean, 138, 175, 178 


Pythia, 132 
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Quarry, 109 

Quinctilius Varus, 78 

Quirinius, 38, 77~79, 265 

Qumran, 39-40. See also Dead Sea 
Scrolls 
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Rabbi, 30-33, 37, 42-45, 103, 209, 249 
rabbinic, 246, 292 
Rain, 276 
Rank, 74, 83, 95, 187 
Rape, 96, 224 
Ravenna, 82 
Reason, 116, 137, 174, 222, 291-92 
reasoning, 109, 167 
Rebirth, 135 
Recipe, 200 
Recline, 12, 196, 202, 204 
reclining, 11, 27, 201, 203-05, 208 
Redeemer, 146-47 
Registration, 78-79, 107, 264 
Reincarnation, 138, 176 
Religion, 22, 32, 43, 73, 91, 93, 116— 
17, 124-25, 127, 130-135, 145, 
165, 171, 175, 176, 178, 224, 228 
religious, 37, 44—45, '73, 91-93, 116, 
123, 129, 134, 146, 149, 161, 164, 
185, 195, 224, 297, 243, 261 
Remarriage, 232-233, 286 
Rescript, 93, 114-115, 248 
Resurrection, 33-34, 36, 39, 43, 123, 
135, 138, 145, 284 
resurrected, 14 
Revelation, 144, 173 
Revolt, 26, 38, 58, 66, 70-71, 78, 91, 
96, 264, 292 
revolutionary, 38, 91, 98 
Rhetoric, 100, 239-40, 294, 296 
Rich, 33, 190, 199, 205, 208, 221, 
245, 247, 293 
riches, 1'73, 228 
Rite, 22, 95, 129, 135, 141 
ritual, 24, 32, 36, 70, 92, 94, 101, 
114, 127, 135-36, 139, 141-43, 
145, 161, 224, 295 
Road, 83, 257, 268, 271-74 
Robbery, 94, 103 
Robe, 43, 139, 211 
Rome, 9, 19, 38-39, 43, 45, 57-60, 62— 
63, 65-72, 74, 77, 95-96, 98, 106, 
113, 115, 138, 140-41, 147, 162, 
190, 197, 205-06, 222~23, 229, 
234-35, 248, 259, 263, 266-67, 
272-74, 276-77, 285-86, 291-92 
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Rotas-Sator square, 130 

Ruler, 125, 128, 174 
cult, 125 

Ruth, 11, 231 
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Sabbath, 24, 36, 246, 266, 269 
Sacramentum, 102-03 
Sacrifice, 92, 124, 126, 137, 149 
sacrificial, 95 
Sadducee, 20, 32-33, 35-36, 38, 43, 44 
Sadducean, 32, 44 
Sadistic, 63 
Sage, 34, 43, 174 
Sail, 133, 276-78 
sailor, 110, 276-77 
Salvation, 143, 173 
Samaria, 28, 68, 72, 292 
Sanctuary, 139 
Sanhedrin, 33, 36, 91 
Satan, 44, 143, 146 
Saturn, 266 
Saturnalia, 141 
Satyr, 134 
Saul (Paul), 74, 210. See Paul in 
Author [Index 
Savior, 11, 130-31, 287 
Schedule, 198, 258, 276 
School, 29, 37, 123, 149, 162, 165— 
67, 169, 172, 174-76, 177, 213, 
239, 286, 291 
Science, 4, 133, 145-46, 167 
scientific, 167, 189, 239, 265 
scientist, 163, 295 
Scribe, 20, 30, 34-35, 43, 164 
Scripture, 25-26, 30, 33-36, 42, 145, 
147-48, 165, 295 
scriptural, 113, 242 
Sculpture, 124, 176 
Sea, 63, 213, 269-70, 276-78 
Season, 259, 261, 277 
Secretary, 107, 296 
Sect, 35, 38, 58, 114, 149, 262, 297 
Seder, 204 
Seduce, 224-25, 235-36 
seducing, 229, 238 
seduction, 92, 221 
Seleucid, 27, 39, 58, 70 


Seleucus, 58 
Senate, 60-61, 63-64, 66, 69, 95, 
115, 128, 187, 192, 212, 263 
senator, 62, 67, 187, 189 
senatorial, 68, 187, 212 
Sense perception, 163 
Sentius Saturninus, 78 
Sepphoris, 28, 209 
Septuagint, 25, 31, 128. See also LXX 
Sergia Paulina, 74 
Segius Paulus, 44, 74, 80, 83 
Sermon, 141 
Serpent, 146 
Servant, 199, 202-03, 207, 277 
Sewage, 206 
sewer, 206, 221 
Sex, 242, 294 
sexual, 62, 137, 169, 195, 224-25, 
251, 238, 244-45 
sexual behavior, 243, 293 
Shammai, 36 
Shave, 246-47 
shaving, 246 
Shepherd, 81, 141 
Ship, 133, 276-77 
Shop, 189, 199, 205, 207 
shopkeeper, 189, 206 
Show(s), 83, 110-13, 190, 198. See 
also Theater 
Shrine, 269 
Shroud of Turin, 13 
Sibyl, 133 
Sibylline Books, 138 
Sicarii, 32, 39, 77 
Sicily, 57, 68, 95 
Sidewalk, 209, 237 
Siesta, 198, 260 
Silas, 261 
Simon Peter, 39, 74. See also Peter 
Simon the Pharisee, 199, 203, 208 
Simon the Zealot, 38-39 
Simon the tanner, 209, 213 
Sister, 63-64, 174, 223, 233-34, 274, 
296 
Skeptic, 285 
skepticism, 125, 166 
Slaughter of the Innocents, 265 
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Slave, 9, 74, 77, 83, 94, 99, 101, 104-06, 
114, 127-28, 173-74, 186, 188-89, 
192-94, 199, 223, 228-29, 238-40, 
245, 261, 275, 291, 294 

slavery, 189, 192-94, 223, 227, 248 

Social class, 83, 99, 185. See alse 

Equestrian, Senatonal 

lower class, 99, 109, 134, 139, 189, 
192, 199, 201, 207, 225, 231, 
235, 242 

social behaviors, 224 

social mobility, 186, 188 

social status, 8, 71, 77, 93, 105, 
107, 116, 127-28, 185, 187, 189, 
192-94, 196, 199, 202, 209, 229, 
935, 240 

upper class, 114, 125, 127, 129, 
189, 193, 196, 201, 229, 231, 
238, 241-42 

Sacrates, 162, 164-66, 175, 229, 243, 
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Socratic, 201 
Sol Invictus, 141 
Solar, 262 
solstice, 141, 262 

Soldier, 9, 30, 38, 63, 65, 73, 79, 97- 
98, 107, 112, 114, 239, 257, 271, 
275-76 

Solon, 222 

Son, 40, 61-62, 64, 72, 75, 127, 130, 
146, 228-29, 240, 285, 295 

Sophia, 145 

Soul, 40, 127, 138, 147, 164-65, 170, 
172-74 

Spa, 269 

Spain, 66 

Sparta, 222, 231 

Spartan, 243 
Speech, 60, 100, 162, 175, 177, 239-40 
Sphere, 163, 273 

sphericity, 272 

Spirit, 33, 75, 128-29, 131, 133-34, 
146 

spiritual, 142, 148-49 

Spring, 136, 138 

Stable, 273 

Stadion, 268 

Standards (banners), 73 


Star, 133, 266 
Status. See Social status, under Social 
class 
Statute, 105 
Stephen, 29, 100, 210 
Stepmother, 234 
Stepson, 240 
Sterility, 241 
Stigmata, 12 
Stoic, 115, 127, 162, 166-67, 172-74, 
177-78, 193, 286, 291, 296 
Stoicism, 76, 171-72, 174, 194 
Stola, 210. See also Robe 
Street, 81, 198, 206-07, 209, 237, 
257-58 
Stubborn, 108 
stubbornness, 94, 101 
Student, 162, 166, 243, 291 
Styx, 27 
Suicide, 2, 60, 66-67, 73, 76, 84, 
108-09, 236, 295-96 
Sulla, 59 
Sun, 133, 140-41, 170, 197. See also 
Day; Daylight; Sol Invictus; Solar 
sundial, 258 
Supernatural, 129 
Superstition, 74, 92, 94, 149, 297 
Superstetio, 103, 114 
Surveyor, 268 
Symposium, 199, 205 
Synagogue, 22, 24-26, 29-30, 32, 37, 
4345, 209, 293 
Syncretism, 125 
Syphilis, 237 
Syracuse, 166 
Syria, 58, 66, 70-71, 78-79, 176 
Syrian, 78, 106, 176 


T 

Table, 11, 24, 200, 202-04, 212, 236, 
239 

Tablet, 134, 235 

Talmud, 30-31, 34, 36, 43, 191, 211, 
244, 246 

Talmudic, 84 

Targum, 26, 31 

Tarsus, 106 

Tavern, 140, 199 
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Tax, 24, 43, 69, 71, 78, 84, 107, 188, 
213, 237, 264 
tax collector, 208 
tax-farming, 69 
taxation, 79 
Teacher, 28, 32-33, 146, 162, 213, 
239, 291, 296 
teach, 20, 175 
teaching, 28~30, 35, 43, 144, 164, 
166, 170-71, 177, 223-24, 244, 
291 
Temple, 20-21, 27-28, 32-33, 36-37, 
44, 67, 70-73, 92, 95, 126, 128, 
137, 139, 171, 191, 205, 209, 
224, 261, 267 
Ten Commandments, 102 
Tentmaking, 189 
tentmaker, 257 
Terrorist, 77 
Thales, 161, 163 
Theater, 28-30, 187, 236. See also 
Shows 
Thebes, 137, 243 
Theft, 94, 103, 245 
thieves, 270 
Theios, 128 
aner, 131 
Theology, 13, 39, 102, 124, 170, 177, 
287 
theological, 7, 34, 91, 178, 297 
Theophilus, 57, 78, 80 
Thrace, 136 
Tiberius, 9, 61-63, 65, 68, 72, 92, 
104-05, 128, 133, 263, 267, 269 
Time, 137, 257~—58, 260-61, 270. See 
also Calendar 
Timothy, 11, 210, 276 
Titus Justus, 22 
Titus, 29, 67, 201, 213 
Toga, 209-10 
Tomb(stone), 14, 26, 127, 137, 211, 
235, 237, 248, 264 
Torah, 20, 32-35, 37, 43, 102, 167 
Torture, 94, 99-100, 108, 113, 196 
Tower of the Winds, 259 
Town, 82, 92, 95, 97-98, 102, 105-07, 
131, 199, 206, 240, 24445, 261, 
268, 272, 274-75, 296 


Trade, 189, 208, 213, 278 
Tradesmen, 28, 93, 189, 206, 257 
Trajan, 93, 99, 102-04, 106-07, 114, 
206, 274 
Transcendent, 166 
transcendentalism, 167 
Translate, 38, 167, 178, 203 
translation, 3, 5, 8, 11, 25-26, 34, 77, . 
146, 178, 285 
Transportation, 274. See also Donkey; 
Litter; Vehicle; Wagon 
Travel, 97, 267, 270-71, 274, 276~78, 
291, 296 
traveler, 272-73, 275 
traveling, 170, 177, 213, 240, 269 
Treason, 80, 91, 99, 104 
Trial, 8, 93, 98-101, 116, 126 
Tribune, 30, 60, 79, 97, 107, 108, 261 
Tribute, 69, 71, 188 
Triclinium, 202 
Triumvirate, 59 
Troas, 210 
Tunic, 210-12 
Turkey, 29, 58, 68, 83, 93, 132, 136, 
161, 291 
Twelve Tables, 102, 222 


U 

Unchanging, 166 

Underworld, 127, 134-37, 140, 142 
Union, 93, 166, 274 

Unknown god, 126 

Upperworld, 137, 140 


Vv 

Valentinus, 147 

Vegetarian, 138 

Vegetation, 135-36, 138 

Vehicle, 273, 275 
vehicular, 271, 274 

Vespasian, 66-67, 129, 213, 240 

Vesta, 227 

Vesuvius, 67, 130, 264, 295 

Veto, 61 

Via Appia, 257, 268 

Villa, 10, 62, 193, 269, 272 

Village, 95, 198, 207 

Virgin birth, 148 
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Virginity, 231 

Virme, 172, 222, 228-29 
virtuous, 211, 233 

Vision, 57, 68, 133, 261 

Vitellius, 66 

Vortex, 163 

Vote, 106, 195 

Vow, 103. See also Oath 

Voyage, 269, 276-78 


WwW 
Wagon, 269, 274-75 
Walking, 274-75 
War, 68, 124, 138, 146, 229, 292 
Watch, 261 
Water, 143, 148, 163, 190, 199, 106-07, 
230, 241, 245, 275-76 
Waterclock, 258 
Wealth, 81, 127, 173, 187, 188, 191, 
194, 223, 228, 233, 245, 278, 294 
wealthy, 33, 63, 69, 112, 186, 187- 
90, 192, 198-99, 203, 206-07, 
209-10, 212, 241, 245, 269-70, 
277 
Weather, 275-76 
Wedding, 101, 231, 233 
Week, 97, 261-62 
Welfare, 192 
Werewolf, 132 
Widow, 231 
widowed, 229 
Wife, 33, 61, 108, 133, 194, 196, 202, 
224, 227, 230, 233-36, 264, 274, 
286, 293, 296 
wives, 64, 72, 114, 222, 229, 231-32, 
235, 241 
Wig, 246 
Will, 108-09, 191, 193, 205, 223, 230, 
241, 291 
Wine, 44, 94, 228, 230, 232 
Winter, 141, 205, 209, 211, 276-77 
Wisdom, 34, 125, 146-47, 172, 178, 
222 
Wise man, 43, 172 
Wise men, 76, 82, 207 
Woman, 33, 80, 96, 112, 148, 193, 
196-97, 203, 210, 222, 225, 228, 
230, 260, 273, 286 
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women, 22, 24, 64, 82, 91, 94-95, 
99, 102, 106-07, 137, 162, 168, 
189, 193-97, 202, 210-12, 224, 
227, 231-32, 234, 236-38, 
242-48, 284, 293 

Worship, 21, 23, 26, 37, 70, 73, 83, 
91, 97, 113, 126, 128-29, 133, 
137-41, 149, 231 

worshiper, 22, 75, 83, 127, 224 

worshiping, 102, 134, 227 

Wrestle, 27 

wrestler, 198 


Y 
Yavneh, 37, 45. See also Jamnia 
Year, 97, 239, 257, 261-65 


Z 

Zacchaeus, 69 

Zealot, 32, 38-40, 44, 244 
Zeno of Elea, 163 

Zero, 14, 267 

Zeus, 63, 126, 136, 224 
Zoroastrian, 140 
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ere the prisons Paul experienced really like medieval dungeons? (Was i 


» 
« 


he.chained in‘a dark, dank;musty cell overrun with rodents? See page 8) 4) 


How: could a woman bathe Jesus’ feet with ber tears) and: dry tbem & 
with ber bair while be was'‘sitting at table in the: Pharisees bouse. 2 


and she was “standing bebind bim at ee 2 (Was she rene behind! 


his chair or somehow. under the table? 
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To understand the New 
' Testament fully, we need a 
thorough knowledge of the world 
| that shaped its writing. In the 
4 Oo world of the first century, 

ie ~ Jewish, Greek, and Roman 
cultures mingled and collided in fascinating 
ways. But how can we know that world after 
almost 2,000 years? 

Drawing especially on information not 
available directly from the New Testament, 
Exploring the New Testament World plunges you 
into the social, religious, intellectual, and 
political dimensions of that time. 

It describes how people in the time of J 
Jesus and the first Christians dressed, ate, 
worshiped, learned, worked, traveled, 
and‘telated to government. In addition, 
this powerful guide helps you think like 
a first-century follower of Jesus. 
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_R. Glover's classic [1931] book, The World of the New Testament .. 


_teplaced for other generations. 


, Were the“ ‘scribes ahd Pharisees” tivo groups: or ‘one? 
(Who: are you, calling as "Rharisee': ? See: page Ba sees 
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Many confusing New Testament ideas or 
expressions become clear as you. explore 
background material that its writers took for 
granted. Author Albert A. Bell, Jr. explains 
many of these puzzles with an 
accuracy that scholars will 
respect and an ease of under- 
standing that will satisfy 
readers who are not experts in 7 
the Bible or ancient history. 

Exploring the New Testament 
World is illustrated throughout, 
enhanced by Professor Bell's own 
translation of relevant Greek and 

Latin sources, documented with notes 
that invite farther study, and HE ial 
by author, Scripture, and subject 
indexes for quick reference. 
Ministers, Bible teachers, professors, 
and all Bible students 
will find Bell's work to 
be a must-have New 
Testament companion. 
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.. by the present volume written by Dr. Albert A. Bell, Jr. 


. The multitudinous facts of Greco-Roman history are treated with a completeness and L 
proportion that make the book a veritable marvel of craftsmanship." \ 


— Bruce M. Metzger, Prisceton Theological Senmmary, from tie Foreword 
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